ONE

Ki m wal ked slowy through the crowd, slipping in and out of
the traffic al nost without thinking. She enjoyed the noise
and bustle common to all the London markets, but Hungerford
was her favorite. Though it was small by conparison to Covent
Garden or Leadenhall, it was very busy. Carts stood
hub- t o- hub

al ong the sides of the street, |eaving only narrow aisles for
the custoners. The nore fortunate anong the sellers had per-
manent stalls, others displayed their shoes or broons or bas-
kets on bare strips of pavenent. Still others wal ked through
the crowd with baskets of turnips, apples, parsnips, onions,
or cress, crying their wares in unnusical voices.

Kimlet the flow of traffic carry her closer to the market's
nost recent addition, eyeing it with a mingling of curiosity
and professional appraisal. It was a wagon painted in sun-

bl eached yell ow and gold, its tall red wheels half hidden by
the stalls on either side. Two | arge doors made up the end of
t he wagon that faced the street, and they were fastened wth
a rusty padl ock. The doors carried a rough painting of a man
in a black top hat, with a string of inconprehensible but
dec-

orative letters just bel ow him

The wagoneer had bagged one of the best spots in the

market, right between Janmie the Tailor and Red Sal's fish
stand. Kimfrowned. Sal was a good sort, but she woul dn't
take kindly to having Kimlighten a wagon next to her- Even
if "lightening" wasn't exactly what Kim planned to do. Janie
was nmore irritable but not so noticing- Kims frown deepened.
She wondered, not for the first time, whether she'd been wise
to take this job. Toff’s were trouble, no two ways, and a
tof f

knowi ng enough to find Kimin the back streets of London...

Firmy Kimbrought her mnd back to the business at hand.
The wagon was cl ose enough to Red Sal's to have scraped the
paint off the side of the stall, had there been any paint to
scrape- Small as she was, Kimwould never be able to squeeze
t hrough. She'd have to go in past Jame's, then, and tine
things so he was busy with a custoner. She | ooked at the
wagon wi th m sgiving.

A man cane around the corner of the wagon and began

undoing the latches at the rear- He was tall and thin and
everyt hing about him seemed to droop, from his baggy trou-
sers to his sloping shoulders to the brimof his slouch hat.
Even his mustache drooped, and as he worked he chewed
absently first on one end and then the ot her

The doors swung open, and Kim blinked in surprise- The
entire rear end of the wagon was occupied by a tiny stage. A
faded red curtain separated the back of the stage fromthe
wagon's interior, Kimforgot her eventual goal and slid

cl oser, fascinated. The droopy man swung a small |adder down
at the right side of the stage and latched it in place, then
clinmbed onto the stage itself. He vani shed behind the
curtain, only to reappear a nonent |later carrying a table,



whi ch he set carefully in the mddle of the stage. Then he
began hangi ng | anterns on either side.

A crowd began to collect around the end of the wagon,

drawn by the curious spectacle of something being set up in
the market in conplete silence. Some of the bystanders of-
fered cooments as the lanterns were hung and |it—=Waste o'
good oil, that," and "Bit crooked, ain't she?" The droopy nman
chewed on his nustache, but gave no sign that he had heard.

He finished his work and di sappeared once nore behind

the curtain. For a long noment there was no further activity,
and the small crowd murnured in di sappoi ntnent. Before

they could begin to drift away, there was a loud crash, and a
thick cloud of white snoke envel oped the stage.

"Come one, cone all!" called a ringing voice fromthe cen-
ter of the snoke. "Prepare to be amazed and astoni shed by
the one, the only—Mairelon the Mgician!"

Wth the | ast words, the smoke dissipated. In the center of
the stage stood a man- His hair was dark above a rounded
face, and he had a small, neat nustache but no beard. He
wore a bl ack opera cape and a top hat, which nmade it
difficult

to assess his height; Kimjudged himmddling tall. H s right
hand hel d a silver-headed wal king stick, "Another toff!" Kim
t hought with disgust. She did not for a nonent believe that
he was a real mmgician; if he were, he would never waste his
time working the market. Still, she felt a twi nge of un-

easi ness.

The man held his pose for a nonent, then threw back his

cape. "I am Mairelon the Mgician!" he announced. "Lend ne
your attention and I will show you wonders. The know edge

of the East and the West is mine, and the secrets of the nys-
terious cults of Africa and India! Behold!"

Mairel on pulled a silk handkerchief from his pocket and

di spl ayed both sides- "A perfectly ordi nary handkerchi ef —as
ordinary, that is, as the finest silk may be- Stuff of such
worth shoul d be kept close.” The crowd chuckl ed as he
stuffed it into his closed fist and it vani shed.

"Dear me, | seemto have lost it in spite of ny efforts," the
magi ci an went on, opening his fist "Now, where . , ah!"

He reached down toward a pretty muffin-maid standing in
front of the stage and pull ed the handkerchi ef out of her
bon-

net, A string of colored scarves cane with it, knotted
end-t o-

end. Mairelon frowned. "Now, what am| to do with all of
t hese?" he nused. Carefully he folded theminto a conpact
bal | and wapped the ball in the white handkerchief. When
he shook it out, the scarves were gone,

The flow of chatter continued as Mairel on borrowed a
penny froma man in the crowd and nmade it pass through his
handker chi ef, then vani sh and reappear. He pulled an egg



from behi nd another man's ear, broke it into his hat, then
reached into the hat and renoved a |live dove. He covered it
briefly with his cloak, then drew the cloak aside to reveal a
| arge wi cker cage with the dove inside. He placed cage and
dove on the floor of the stage and gestured with his wal ki ng
stick, and they vanished in a puff of snoke and flame. He
showed the crowd a shal |l ow bow and had one of the barrow
boys fill it with water, then dropped a sheet of paper in and
pull ed out ten tiny Chinese |lanterns nade of fol ded paper

Ki m wat ched the show with unabashed enjoynent. Near

the end, the droopy man reappeared, carrying an ancient
tambouri ne. As Mairelon finished his performance, his com
pani on circul ated anong the crowd, collecting pennies and
shillings fromthe onl ookers.

Rel uctantly Kim pulled her m nd away fromthe fascinating
sight of Miirelon the Mgician juggling eggs that, as they
passed between his agile fingers, changed fromwhite to red
to blue to yellow in rapid succession. This was the first
tinme

both men had been outside at once, and she had to know
how | ong t he wagon woul d be enpty,

She started singing "Darlin' Jenny" in her head to mark the
time, and scomed in irritation Her dislike for this job was
growi ng stronger every mnute- N cking a purse or pocket
watch fromthe swells in the H gh Street had never bot hered
her, but she'd always hated working the nmarkets. Hungerford
was the nearest she'd had to a hone since old Mther Tibb
dangl ed fromthe nubbing cheat, and even if all she had to do
this time was a bit of snooping, it felt the sane as nabbi ng
a

haddock from Red Sal's stand when her back was turned. Kim
contenpl ated conveniently forgetting to return to the public
house where the toff had arranged to neet her, but the mem
ory of the pound notes the stranger had offered held her |ike
an iron chain.

Fi ve pounds was a fortune by Kims standards; she could

eat well and sleep dry for nonths and still have enough | eft
to replace the ragged jacket and boy's breeches she wore. If
she played her cards right, she m ght even get out of the
streets for good. It was time and past that she did so; she
was, she thought, nearing seventeen, and her |ong-del ayed
gromh was finally arriving- She wouldn't be able to play the
boy much longer. A chill ran down her spine, and she pushed
t he thought, and the darker know edge of the inevitable con-
sequences that would follow the end of her masquerade, reso-
lutely fromher nmind. Mairelon the Magician was, for the
nmonent at |east, of far greater inportance than her own un-
certain future.

Mai rel on finished his showin a flurry of flashing knives and
whirling scarves, and bowed deeply. "Thank you for your at-
tenti on—and for your gracious contributions.” He waved at

the tanbourine his dour assistant carried, and the crowd
chuckl ed. "That concl udes this performance, but soon Mair-
elon the Magician will return to perform even nore wondrous
feats for your delight and astonishnent! Until then, ny
friends!" In a second puff of snoke and flame, the magician



vani shed.

Ki m st opped m dway through the eighth verse of "Darlin’
Jenny" and slipped away as the crowd began to disperse. She
did not want Sal or Jamie spotting her and renenbering it
|ater. Once she was safely away from Mairel on's wagon, she
breat hed nore easily. She couldn't do anything about the ma-
gician until the end of his next show She had tinme, now, to
enj oy the narket.

She stopped an ancient worman in a faded kerchief and ex-
changed one of her carefully hoarded pennies for a bag of
roasted chestnuts. She ate themslowy as she wal ked, savor-
ing the taste The unaccustoned warmth in her stomach

made her feel nore cheerful, though she still wasn't too keen
on the idea of nucking about in Miirelon's wagon. For one
thing, she didn't like the | ook of the skinny toff who'd
hired

her .

Unconsci ously she flexed her fingers, making the bag rus-
tle. Five pounds would buy a I ot nore than chestnuts. The
skinny toff hadn't asked her to nick anything, she remn nded
herself, just to | ook around and tell hi mwhat she saw and
whet her the magician kept a particular bowl in his wagon
The toff had clained it was a bet- He might even be telling
the truth; swells'd bet on anything.

She stepped aside to I et an oyster-seller push his barrow
past. It didn't feel right. The gentry cove had been too keen
on her finding that bow. He'd gotten positively excited when
he started describing it—silver, he'd said, with a |ot of
carvings and patterns whose details Kimhad seen no reason to
bot her remenbering. Kimfrowned. Curiosity was her besetting
weakness. And five pounds was five pounds- it wasn't as if
she'd be doing any harm She finished the Iast of the
chestnuts and stuffed the bag into one of her many pockets,
in case she found a use for it later. She'd do it just the
way the toff had asked: go in, |ook around, and slip out-

Mai rel on woul d never know anyone had been there.

And if she did happen to find that bow, naybe she'd see

what was so special about it. But she wouldn't nmention it to
die skinny toff. She'd collect her noney and | eave- She m ght
even cone back and warn Mairel on about the swell that was
showi ng so nuch interest. Market fol k should stick together

after all! She smiled to herself; that'd serve the skinny
toff a bit of his own soup! Wistling cheerfully, she
strolled off to see if the puppet show was still stopping at

the far end of the market.

Eveni ng found her |urking near Miirelon's wagon once

nore. This time she stood in the shadows next to Janmie's
stall, leaning on one of its support posts- As the crowd grew
| arger, she let herself be pushed back until the open rear
door of the wagon, which formed one side of Mairelon's stage,
all but hid the performance from her sight.

Mai rel on was as good as his word. He did not, as far as
Kimcould tell, repeat any of the tricks he had used in his



earlier performance. This tinme, he made three unbroken silver
rings pass through each other, |ocking and interlocking them
inintricate patterns. He bought an apple froma passing
vendor and cut it open to reveal a shilling at its core. The
appl e seller was pronptly surrounded by hopeful custoners,
but his remai ni ng wares proved di sappointingly ordinary.

Meanwhi | e, the magici an went snoothly on with his act.

He borrowed a hat fromone of the nen in the crowd, boiled
an egg init, and returned the hat to its owner unharned.
Then he brought out a pack of playing cards and ran through
a series of increasingly elaborate tricks,

Kimwas so enthralled by the show that she al nost mni ssed
seeing a small door open near the front of the wagon. The
jingling noise of the tanbourine caught her attention at

| ast,

Hastily she mashed herself flat against the side of Jame's
stall, holding one ragged sl eeve up to obscure her face.

Mai rel on' s droopy henchman gl anced in her direction as he
passed, but his eyes noved on once her dirty and i npecunious
appear ance sank in.

As soon as the man had been absorbed into the audi ence,
Kimdarted for the wagon door, hoping Mirelon's show and

t he growi ng shadows woul d keep her from being noticed.

Her luck held; no shouts foll owed her down the narrow aisle,
and when she reached it, the door was unl ocked. Ki m pushed
it open and half junped, half fell into the wagon's interior
the first chorus of "Darlin' Jenny" echoing through her m nd
She paused briefly to get her breath back and | ook around-
Once again, she found herself staring in surprise- The
wagon's interior was paneled in dark wood, polished to a high
gl oss. Rows of cupboards ran down one side, topped by a
shel f of smooth grey tile. A long chest was built into the
other wall, fromthe neat roll of blankets at one end, Kim
guessed that it doubled as a bed. Presumably the droopy nman
slept on the floor, or perhaps under the wagon, for she saw
no sign of a second bed.

A small | anmp, which Kimdecided had to be pewter be-

cause it could not possibly be silver, hung near the door
Its

[ight threw back rich highlights fromthe walls and cupboard
doors. A wool carpet, deep red with strange designs in black
and cream covered the floor. Kim had never been anywhere
hal f so elegant in her entire life; even the back room of
Gen-

tleman Jerry's was nothing to it.

The faded curtain at the far end of the wagon swayed as
Mairel on crossed his little stage. Kimcane out of her daze
as

she realized that the curtain was all that separated her from
di scovery. She could hear the magician's patter quite

clearly.

He woul d be able to hear her just as easily, should she be
clumsy or carel ess.

Ki m gl anced around the wagon agai n, painfully aware of



a need for haste. She had wasted nearly a whole verse in

her musing. The cupboards were the nost likely place to

start She stepped forward, like a cat stalking a particularly
suspi ci ous mouse, and opened the first door

The cupboard was filled with dishes. Three m smat ched

pl ates and a shall ow ceram c soup bow occupied the | owest
shel f, a row of china teacups hung from hooks on the bottom
of the shelf above. The upper part of the cupboard contained
a neat stack of copper pans, iron pots, and assorted |ids.
Ki m

took | ong enough to nake sure there was nothing hidden in

or behind any of them then went on. Her hasty search re-
veal ed nothing of any interest in the remaining cupboards,
and she turned to the | ong chest

The Iid did not respond to her careful tug. C oser inspec-
tion reveal ed a hidden | ock. Kimhesitated. She had nearly
three full verses of "Darlin' Jenny" left, even if she

al | owned

herself all of the |l ast one as a safety nmargin. And the
ski nny

toff would hardly be pleased if all she had to tell himwas
t hat

Mai rel on the Magi ci an kept pots in his cupboards and his
chest | ocked. Her lips tightened, and she reached into her
pocket for the stiff bit of wire she always carried.

The [ ock was a good one, and the overhangi ng wood t hat
concealed it made her work nmore difficult. Two nore verses
of "Darlin' Jenny" went by while she twisted the wire back
and forth, coaxing the tunblers into position. She was about
to abandon her efforts when she heard a faint click and the
lid of the chest popped up a quarter of an inch

Kim straightened in relief and pocketed the wire She took

hold of the chest's lid and lifted, forcing herself to nove
slowy in case the hinges squeal ed. Then she held it in posi-
tion with one hand and bent over to peer inside,

Piles of brightly colored silks met her eyes. Beside them
were slotted wooden boxes, a bundle of tiny Chinese |an-
terns, several mrrors, a glass tube with a painted paper
cover, a top hat, and several decks of playing cards, all ar-
ranged neatly and precisely according to sone order Kim
could not fathom A few she recognized as props from Mair -
elon's first show, none of them | ooked at all |ike the bow

t he

gentry cove had gone on about. As she started to close the
lid, she saw a swatch of black vel vet sticking out from under
a

stack of neatly folded silk handkerchiefs. One last try, she
t hought, and brushed the sil ks aside.

Her hand cl osed on somret hing hard and heavy, wapped in

vel vet- Then there was a violent, soundl ess expl osion and Kim
was flung backward agai nst the cupboards on the other side of
t he wagon- Through a haze of violet light, she sawthe |lid of
the trunk slowy close itself. Purple spots danced before her



eyes, then spread out to cover her entire field of vision

Her

| ast coherent thought, as the purple deepened into black un-
consci ousness, was an angry curse directed at the toff

wai ting

for her in the public house. Five pounds wasn't anywhere near
enough pay for snooping on a real magician

TWD

Ki m awoke all at once. She was propped agai nst sonething
hard, in a sem -sitting position, and she could feel cord
around her

wrists and ankles. She heard voi ces above her and forced her-

self to be still, feigning unconsciousness. This was not,
apparently, expected, after a noment, she heard a worried
voi ce say, '"Adn't 'e oughter be waking?"

"He is awake," said the voice of Mirelon the Mugician-
"He's just pretending. Come on, child, you mght as well ad-
mt it. You'll have to open your eyes sooner or |ater."

Ki m si ghed and capi tul ated- She gave a hasty | ook around

as she opened her eyes, in the faint hope of discovering a
way out of her predicanent. She was propped agai nst the row
of cupboards; one of the doors was open, presumably jarred
free when she had been thrown against them The cord that
tied her |ooked regrettably sturdy, and the knots were un-
fam liar tangles- After one glance, she abandoned any

t hought of slipping free while her captors' attention was

el sewhere

"Quite so," said Mairelon. Kim|l ooked up. Mirel on was
standi ng next to the chest, on the opposite side of the
wagon. He had renoved his cloak and hat; w thout them he
seened both shorter and younger than he had appeared on
stage. H s expression held none of the anger and annoyance
Ki m expected; instead, there was a gl eam of sonething very
like interest or anusenment. She began to hope she would cone
around fromthis, after all.

Besi de Mairel on stood the droopy man. He, too, had re-

nmoved his hat, and his grey and bl ack hair was plastered fl at
against his head He alternated sour glares at Kimw th ner-
vous | ooks directed at Mairel on, and he was chew ng conti nu-
ously on one end of his nustache.

Ki m | ooked back at Mairelon, "Proper knowi n' one, ain't
you?" she said in her best boyish tone,

"As far as you are concerned, not nearly so knowi ng as
would Iike to be," Miirelon replied affably.

"You going to call the nabbing culls?"

"That depends on how nmuch you are willing to tell ne.

"I got no reason to keep quiet,"
tof f

who' d hired her had been nore open, she m ght have felt

Kimsaid frankly. If the



some obligation to keep her nouth shut, but not even an out-
and- outer woul d expect her to protect an enpl oyer who'd

wi t hhel d cruci al know edge about a job. Especially when she
hadn't been too keen on it in the first place.

"Then perhaps you woul d explain just what you were doing
in my wagon," Mirelon said.

"Looki n' about,"” Kimsaid pronptly.
The droopy man snorted through the danmp ends of his
nmust ache. "Stealing, nore likely,"

"Quiet, Hunch," Mairelon said He | ooked fromKimto

t he open cupboard with a specul ative gl eam "Just | ooki ng?"
"That's right," Kimsaid firmy. "Just |ookin' about."

The magi ci an's eyes narrowed, and Ki m wondered whet her

her reply had been too forceful for the boy she was pretend-
ing to be. it was too late to change it now, though

"That accounts for the cupboards, | think," Mirelon said
after a nmonent, "How did you—~

"You don't never believe 'im do you?" the droopy nan de-
manded-

"Hunch. Refrain frominterrupting, if you please."
"And |l et you get yourself in a nort o' trouble frombeliev-
ing things you 'adn't ought to?" Hunch said indignantly. "I

won't never!"

Mai rel on gave his henchman an exasperated | ook “Then
you can go outside until |'m done."

Hunch's face took on a grim expression "Nay."
"It's that or be silent."

The two nmen's eyes |ocked briefly; Hunch's fell. "Aye,
then, I'Il '"old nmy peace."

"Cood." Mairelon turned back to Kim who had been

wat chi ng this exchange with great interest- "As | was sayi ng,
I think you've explained the cupboards. The chest is another
matter- How did you open it?"

"Pi cked the | ock."

"I find that a little difficult to believe. It's not a sinple
mechani sm "

"Didn't have to be," Kimsaid, allow ng herself to bristle at
the inplied reflection on her skill.

Mairel on rai sed an eyebrow. "Well, we'll |eave that for the
monent. Just why were you, er, |ooking about in ny wagon?"

"A gentry cove at the Dog and Bull said he'd pay five
pounds to know what you had in here. Said he had a bet on



it."
"Did he," Mirelon and Hunch exchanged gl ances.

"He thought he'd gammoned ne proper,"” Kimsaid. She

took a perverse pleasure in betraying the toff who' d gotten
her into this. "But if it was just a bet, why'd he let ne
tal k

himup to five pounds? And why was he so nattered over that
wi cher - bubber ?"

"W cher - bubber ?" Mairelon said, |ooking startled, and not
al t oget her pl eased. "You nean a silver bow ?"

"That's what | said. The toff wanted ne to look for it."
"Did he ask you to steal it?" Muirelon demanded, his ex-
pressi on tense.

"No, but | ain't saying he wouldn't of been right pleased if
I'd a nicked it for him"

There!" Hunch said- "Wiat was | telling you? "E's a thief."

"Look, cully, if I was a sharper, would | be telling you
straight out?" Kimsaid, exasperated. "All | said was, 1'd
keep an eye out for it, and that's truth!"

"So all you agreed to do was cone in, |ook around, and |et
hi m know whet her you saw this bow ?" Mirel on said.

"That's it," Kimsaid. Hunch snorted, and she glared at

him "There wouldn't be no harm done, after all; just |ookin'
about. But he ought to of said sonmethin' about you being a
real magician with fancy | ocks and expl odi ng chests.™"

"What did this toff of yours |ook |ike?"

"Areal swell. Top hat, and gloves better'n the ones Jam e
sells, and a silk cravat." Kimshook her head in wonder that
was only partly simulated. "A top hat, at the Dog and Bull."
"What col or was his hair?"

"Muddy. Thin, too."

"Hi s hair or hinself?"

"Both."

Mai rel on nodded, as if he had expected that answer- "And
did he give you sonething to nake it easier for you to get in
here? And into nmy chest?"

"No, and | wouldn't of took it if he'd offered. | ain't no
flat"

"Then suppose you show ne how you nanaged it," Mair-

el on said. Ki mnodded, and the nagician reached for the rope
t hat bound her hands. Hunch nade a strangling noise, Miirelon
paused and | ooked at himw th an expression of innocent in-



quiry.

"You're never letting 'imgo?" Hunch said, plainly appalled
by the idea "You got no idea what 'e's up to!"

"I think the two of us can handle her."

Hunch bit down hard on the right side of his nustache.
"er?"

"Ch, you didn't realize?" Mirelon said. He turned back to

Ki m while Hunch was still gaping nutely, and gave one of

the | oops of cord a sharp tug. The knot slid apart as though
someone had greased the rope, |leaving Kim s hands free. She
bl i nked, then darted a hand forward and yanked on the cord
that hel d her ankles. Nothing happened. "There's a trick to
it, of course," Mairelon said blandly. "I'lIl show you, if you
i ke, when you've finished your own denonstration."

Kim | ooked up in disbelief. Mairelon was smling in what
appeared to be genui ne amuserment. "You will?"

"Yes. When you're finished," he added pointedl y- Hunch
scowl ed ferociously at his masters back, but did not dare
voi ce any nmore criticism

"A'l right, all right," Kimsaid She reached into her

pocket, pulled out the bit of wire, and set to work. She was
fairly sure by this tine that the magi cian would not turn her
over to the constables, but instead of reassuring her, the
know edge nmade her even nore uneasy. Wy did he hesitate?

She watched Mairelon surreptitiously as she w ggled the
wire. He didn't |look particularly inpressive, but he was no
flat, that was certain. He was no ordinary street magician
either, not with the inside of his wagon done up like a
gentry

ken. Not to nmention that thing in the chest that had bl own
Ki m hal fway across the room

The nmenory slowed her fingers. True, she'd actually been
poki ng around in the chest when the spell or whatever it was
had gone off, but Miirelon could easily have changed it while
she was unconsci ous. She had no desire to repeat the perfor-
nmance.

Hunch shifted inpatiently. "She ain't going to get it, not
with just that bit o' wire,"

"G ve over," Kimsnarled, and tw sted her wist Again she
heard the faint click, and the lid of the chest rose frac-
tionally, Kimlifted it open and | ooked triunphantly at
Hunch

"I npressive,"” Mairelon said. He | ooked at Ki mthought-
fully, and the gleamof interest was back. "I didn't think
anyone but ol d Schapp-Mussener hinmself could open that chest
wi t hout the key."

"It's a knack," Kimsaid nodestly.



"It's a talent, and a very inpressive talent, too.
became nore pronounced. "l don't suppose—

The gl eam

"Master Richard!"™ Hunch interrupted.

Ty m——

"You ain't a-going to do nothing dreadful now, are you?"
Hunch said in a severe tone

"No, no, of course not,"
ing at Kim

Mairel on said absently, still |ook-

"Good, " Hunch said, nmuch relieved

"I was just going to ask our guest here—what is your nane,
by the way?"

llKi mll
"Kim | was just going to ask Kimhere if she would like to
cone with us when we | eave London."

Hunch bit both ends of his nustache at once. "You ain't
never going to bring her along!"

"Why not?" Mairelon said in a reasonable tone, "It mght be
useful to have someone along who's famliar with ... things.
A |l ot has happened in the past four years."

"You want nme to cone with you, after | snuck in here and
bl ew t hi ngs around?" Kim said incredul ously. "You're bosky!"

Hunch started to nod agreenent, then caught hinself and
glared at Kim "You can't do it, Master Richard! She's a
thief!"

"I ain't!"

"Stop it, both of you." Miirelon's voice was firm He

| ooked at Hunch. "I don't think Kimis a thief, though it's
plain that she's had some of the training. Not that it
matters."

"It do too matter! What are you going to do with 'er?"

"She could help with the act," Mirelon said- "She seens a

handy sort of person.”

Hunch snorted. "Ain't that what you said about that Frog
'"o00 sherried off with ten gui neas and your best coat?"

"Yes, well, he was a little too handy | think Kimw Il do
much better."”

"At what ?"



"She coul d make a very useful assistant eventually. Pro-
vi ded, of course, that she would be willing to cone al ong?"
Mai rel on | ooked questioningly at Kim

"You ain't gammoni ng ne?" Kim said suspiciously.
"No. "

The single word was nore convincing than Mairelon's

speeches had been, but Kimstill hesitated What did he ex-
pect to get out of hauling her along with hin? Fromthe | ux-
urious interior of the wagon, it was plain that Mirelon
coul d

afford the conpany of the best of the fashionable inpures, if
what he wanted was a doxy. He had no reason to pick a

grubby imtation boy out of the market instead. And he

wasn't the sort who preferred boys, Kimhad | earned | ong ago
to spot and avoid them So what did he want?

"You ain't unfastened nme yet," she pointed out at |ast.
"An oversight " Mairelon bent and tugged at the cord that
fastened Kim s ankles Again the rope slid apart, and Mair-
el on straightened with a flourish "Now, what do you say?"

"You'd really show me how to do that?" Kimasked, her

mnd whirling If she could learn a. few of Mairelon's tricks,
she might be able to get steady work at one of the Covent
Garden theaters—real work, the sort that required nore than
a lowcut dress and a willingness to do whatever might be
asked. She could earn enough to eat regular and sleep warm

wi t hout | ooki ng over her shoul der for watchnen or con-
stabl es or Bow Street Runners, she could stop being afraid of
Dan Laverham and his |ike, she coul d—she forced herself to
cut that train of thought short, before the hope grew too
strong, and waited for Mairelon's answer

"That and quite a bit nore," Miirelon said. "How el se
could you be any help in the act?"

"She don't look like she'll be nuch 'elp anyways," Hunch
nmuttered "Nobody's a-going to pay to watch a griny tittle
thief."

"Call me that once nore, cully, and—=

"Enough."” Miirelon's voice was quiet, but Kimfound her-
self swall owi ng her words faster than she ever had for Mt her
Ti bb' s angry screeching "Stop provoking her, Hunch."

"I'f you can't see what's under your nose—

"Ch, she doesn't look like much now, but | think you'll be
surprised at how well she cleans up."

"I ain't said |'mcomng with you yet!" Kimsaid crossly.
"And you haven't said you're not, either,"” Miirelon replied.
"Come, now, nmake your decision | have things to do if you
aren't."



"Huh " Kimwas uninpressed "I ain't wishful to get into no
trouble with the nabbing culls. Wat's your tay?"

Mairelon smiled "I"ma traveling nmagician. | play the mar-
kets and fairs."

"Gve over. | told you, | ain't no flat. Folks that can do
real magic don't waste time flashing tricks at the markets
And you ain't got yourself no wagon done up like a gentry ken
t hat

way, neither."

"That's my affair. 1'Il give you ny word that we're doing
nothing illegal, if you ve other questions, you'll have to
wait for answers. After all, we don't know you very well
yet."

"No, nor want to," Hunch said under his breath.

Kimfrowed at himautomatically, but her mnd was busy

El sewhere. She'd never get a chance like this again, she was
certain .Risking Mairelon's unknown objectives was a small
price to pay for the prom se of a few days' worth of regul ar
nmeats and a safe place to sleep, even w thout the prom se of
tutoring. Add in the possibility of |earning sonething that
woul d free her fromthe peril ous hand-to-nmouth world of the
London slunms and Mairelon's proposal was well-nigh irresist-
i ble, especially since she'd probably never find out what the
magi ci an was really doing or what was so inportant about
that bow if she didn't go along. And if she didn't like it,
she could always tip themthe double and come back to London
She'd be no worse off than she was now.

"Wl ?" Mairel on asked.

"Al'l right, then," Kimsaid "I'lIl doit."

Hunch gr oaned.

"Good!" Mairelon said, ignoring Hunch. "We'll see the tai-
| or tomorrow about getting you some clothes. W won't be
long in London, so I'mafraid there won't be many of them"
"Sounds bang-up to nme," Kimsaid. It took nost of her wll
to sound noderately pleased instead of all but stunned

speechl ess. Clothes froma tailor? For her?

"She'll run off as soon as she's got everything she can off
you, " Hunch prophesi ed gl oomly.

Kimstarted to protest, but Miirelon's voice overrode her-
"Hunch, if you don't stop trying to pick out a quarrel with
Kim | shall be forced to | eave you in London."

"You woul dn't never'" Hunch sai d.

"No?"

Hunch nuttered sonething under his breath and stonped



to the far end of the wagon. Mirel on | ooked after him and
shook his head- "He'll cone around, never fear. You' ve noth-
ing to worry about."

"Ain't you forgetting sonething?" Kimsaid.
"What ?"

"That skinny toff down at the Dog and Bull, that sent ne
in here lookin'. What're you going to do about hin®"

"I think he ought to get what he's paying for," Miirelon

said after due consideration. "Don't you agree?"

Ki m t hought of the underhanded way the skinny toff had
hel d back information to keep the price down "No."

"Yes, he certainly should,” Mirelon said, as though he
hadn't heard Kim "I think you should go back to that place
you menti oned—shat was the name agai n?"

"The Dog and Bull."

"OfF course- | think you should go back and coll ect your
five pounds." He paused and smled at Kim "Wat do you
say?"

Kimdarted across a street directly in front of

a hackney, causing the horses to shy. The drivers curses

foll owed her as she slipped into the pedestrian traffic on
the other side, but she paid no attention. She was late for
her appoi ntment, and she didn't know how | ong the skinny toff
woul d wai t.

Not that she was particularly anxious to see himagain, five
pounds or not. She still wasn't sure how she'd been tal ked
into this. Maybe it was because Hunch had been so set

agai nst it; knowi ng how much he disliked the idea, she
couldn't resist going ahead with it. O maybe it was Mir-

el on' s persuasi veness. The man nade it all sound so
reasonabl e, and he knew just how to appeal to Kins
curiosity.

That, of course, was the root of the problem Ki m dodged

a lanplighter, ducking under the end of his |adder. Someday
she was going to get into real trouble if she didn't stop
poki ng her nose into things just to find out what they | ooked
l'ike.

Still castigating herself, Kimturned down the crooked | ane
that led to the Dog and Bull, Here the traffic was |less, and
she made better tinme. When she saw the cracked sign with its
garish painting, she broke into a run, and a nonent |ater she
was i nside. She stepped to one side of the door and paused,
panting, to survey the room

It was a nonent before her eyes adjusted to the gl oom
Though the single wi ndow was large, half or nore of its
panes had been broken and stuffed with paper, and those that
remai ned were dark with dirt. Wsat [ight there was cane



fromthe fire in the huge, blackened hearth, and it did not
penetrate far into the snoke and steamthat filled the air.

Three | ong, bare tables occupied the center of the room
The backl ess benches on either side were half full of |arge
men in well-worn cl othes. Mst were hunched over mugs of
beer; sone were eating with single-ninded intensity from an
assortment of battered bow s. There was no sign of the toff
anywher e.

Ki mfrowned. Had she missed him then? There was no

way of telling. She decided to take the chance that he, too,
was | ate, and nade her way to one of the tables. She
squeezed herself into a corner where she could watch the
door, ordered a half-pint of ale, and settled in to wait.

The procession of custoners entering the roomwas not

exactly encouragi ng. Most were working-class nen identifia-
ble by their clothes—arters, bricklayers, a butcher, one or
two costennongers, a sawyer. A nondescript man in a shabby
coat slouched in and crept to the far corner of the table as
if he expected to be thrown out. Kimsipped at her ale, won-
dering unhappily whether she should risk attracting attention
by aski ng questi ons.

The door opened again, and another collection of solid

men in rough-spun wool and grimy linen entered. In their

wake canme a tall man made even taller by his top hat. He

wore a vol um nous cape that made it inmpossible to tel

whet her he was fat or slim but the white-gl oved hand press-
ing a handkerchief to his |lips was inpossible to m stake.

Fam

bl e-cheats and a top hat, Kimthought disgustedly, in a place
like this. He was the one she was waiting for, all right. She
straightened, trying to look taller so that he would see her

The toff surveyed the room disdainfully, then made his
way anmong the tables and stopped beside Kim "I trust your

presence nmeans you have succeeded, boy," he said.
"I done what you asked," Kim said.
"Good. | suggest we conduct the renmi nder of our business

in one of the private roons in back."

"You want everyone here knowi n' you got business with
me?" Kim asked w t hout moving.

The toff's face darkened in anger, but after a noment he
shook his head- "No, | suppose not."

"Then you'd better set down afore everyone here ends up
| ookin' at you," Kim advised.

The man's |ips pressed together, but he recognized the

wi sdom of Kim s statenent. He seated hinmself on the bench
across fromher, setting his hat carefully on the table. The
publican, a fat man in a dirty apron, cane over at once, and
the toff accepted, with some reluctance, a nmug of beer. As *
the publican left, the toff |eaned forward. "You said you'd



done as | asked. You found the bow, then? You have a |list of
what is in Mirelon' s wagon?"

"What would the likes of me be doing makin' lists?" Kim
sai d sarcastically.

The man | ooked startled. "I had antici pated—=

"You wanted a list, you should of hired a school naster,"
Kiminformed him "I can tell you what | saw in that magic-
cove's wagon, but that's all-"

The man's eyes narrowed "In that case, perhaps five
pounds is nore than the information is worth to ne."

"In that case, you ain't getting no information at all,"” Kim

sai d, mmcking his tone.

"Come, now, | think you are unreasonable. Shall we say,
t hree pounds?"

Kimspat, "I done what you said, and you never said noth-
ing about no list. Five pounds and that's flat."

"Ch, very well. Did you find the bow ?"
"I ain't saying nothin' until | get what you pronised."

The toff argued, but Kimremained firm Eventually he
agreed, and unwillingly counted out the five pounds in notes
and coin, Kimmade a show of re-counting it, her fingers
lingering over each coin in spite of herself. She had never
had

so much noney at once in all her life, and every silver
shill-

ing and hal f crown neant another day or week of food and
possi bl e safety. She stowed the noney safely in the inner
pockets of her Jacket, feeling highly pleased with both
herself and Mairelon. If it hadn't been for the nagician's
urgi ng, she mght have passed up an easy nark

"Satisfied?" the man said angrily. "All right, then, tell ne
what you found."

Kimsmled inwardly and | aunched into a detailed and ex-
haustive description of the interior of the magician' s wagon.
She noticed the anticipation on her listeners face when she
tal ked of the pots and pans in Mirelon's cupboard, and care-
fully saved the information that they were all nmade of iron
for the end of the sentence. She got a perverse satisfaction
out of seeing the flash of disappointnent on the toff's face.

The man got nore and nore inpatient as she went al ong.
Finally she mentioned the | ocked chest. The toff sat up
"Locked?"

"Yes." Kim paused- "But | got in.

The man | eaned forward eagerly, "And?"



"I't looked like that's where the cove kept his magics- There
were a whol e bunch of little paper |lanterns, and a couple of
themlittl e wooden boxes, and a stack of silk—=

"Yes, yes, boy, but the bow!"
"Bow ?" Kim said, feigning innocence.

"The silver bow | described to you! Did you find it?"

"I didn't see nothin' like that in Mairelon's wagon," Kim

said with perfect truth.

"What!" The toff's voice was | oud enough to make heads

turn all along the table- He controlled hinmself with effort,
and when the other customers had turned away, he glared at
Kim "You said you'd do as | asked!"

"And so | have," Kimretorted, unperturbed- "Ain't nobody
could of found sonethin' that ain't never been there."

"Not there?" The man sounded stupefi ed.
"Use your head, cully,"” Kimadvised. "If this Miirelon swell
had something like that, I would of seen it, wouldn't |I? And
I

aint. So it ain't there."

"You're certain?"
Ki m nodded.

The toff glared as though it were her fault. "Not there," he
muttered. "All this time, wasted on the wong nan. Anelia
will never let me hear the end of it. Merrill could be any-
where in Engl and by now, anywhere!™

"That ain't ny |lookout," Kimpointed out. "You want to
hear what el se he had, or not?"

"And you," the toff went on in a venonous whi sper, "you
knew. That's why you nade ne give you your nobney in ad-
vance, isn't it? You little cheat!"

On the last word, he lunged across the table. The sudden
nmoverrent took Kim conpletely by surprise. He would have

had his hands at her throat if a grimy, disreputable-Iooking
man had not half lurched, half fallen against the toff's back
at that noment.

The unexpected shove knocked the toff heavily into the

edge of the table; Kimheard his grunt of pain plainly. She
stood and backed away a little, watching with interest She
recogni zed the griny man now, he had conme into the public
house just before the toff's arrival

The grimy man was the first to recover "Sh-shorry. Very
shorry," he said "The floor jusht, jusht shook ne over, thash
all." He waved a hand to denonstrate, and |ost his bal ance
again



"Cet away fromne, you idiot the tof f snarl ed.

"Right. Very shorry " The drunk made i neffectual apol o-

getic nmotions in the toff's direction. Since he was stil
draped hal fway over the toff's shoul der, this succeeded only
i n knocki ng over the al nost untouched mug of beer in front of
them A wave of brown foam surged across the table, picking
up dirt and grease as it went.

The tof f nade a valiant effort to spring back out of the
way, but with the drunk still leaning helpfully across his
shoul der, he didn't have a chance The pool of cool, dirty
beer swi shed into his | ap, thoroughly drenching his pre-
viously imracul ate attire The taproom expl oded in | aughter

The drunk began a tearful apol ogy, which was nore a | a-
ment for the wasted beer than anything el se . Cursing, the
tof f shoved hi m asi de He began wi ping vainly at his clothes
wi th a pocket handkerchi ef while the publican escorted the
drunk firmy to the door. Kimjudged it a good nonment for
her own departure and slipped quietly out in the drunk's
wake Her | ast sight was of the toff, gingerly picking his
dri pping top hat out of the pool of beer

Still chuckling, Kimpaused in the |lane outside. It was now
fully dark, and a yellow fog was rising. Not the best tine
for

runni ng about the London streets, even for as ragged a waif
as

Ki m| ooked. Still, she hadn't nuch choice. She swal | oned
hard, thinking of the coins in her pockets .I1f she |ost them
she'd have nothing to fall back on if her arrangenent with
Mairelon fell apart. She started off, hugging the edge of the
Lane.

As she passed the corner of the Dog and Bull, a pair of
dirty, beer-scented hands grabbed her. One cl anped itself
over her mouth, the other pinned her arms. Kimthrew her
self forward, but the man was too strong. She was dragged
quickly and quietly into a filthy alley beside the public
house.

She ki cked backward, hard, and connected. The man made

no sound, but his grip | oosened, and Ki mwenched one arm
free. She bit down on the hand covering her nouth and felt
her captor jerk. Then she heard a whisper alnmpst directly in
her ear. "Kim Stop it! It's Mairelon!"

Wt hout thinking, Kimstruck at the voice with her free

hand. Then the words penetrated, and she hesitated. She
couldn't inmagi ne what Mairel on m ght be doing in this part of
town, but magicians were a queer |lot, and she'd already de-
cided that Mairel on was one of the queerest of themall. And
who el se woul d expect that name to have any weight with

her ?

"It really is me, unlikely as it seens,” the whisper said.
"I'f I let go, you won't make a sound until you're sure, wll
you?



Nod if you agree."

Ki m nodded, and the hands rel eased their hold. She turned
and found herself confronting the drunk who had caused so
much trouble a few m nutes before. He no | onger seened
drunk in the least, though he still |ooked and snelled thor-
oughl y unpl easant .

Kimtook a step backward The man rai sed a warni ng hand

and she stopped, peering at him He was the right height for
Mai rel on, but he had no nustache and his face was half hid-
den by a layer of greasy dirt. Then he grinned, and Kins
doubt s vani shed .Inpossible as it seened, this was Mirelon

She sm | ed back and he doffed his griny cap and bowed
with a stage magician's flourish. She opened her nouth to ask
what he was doi ng, and at once he held up a warning finger

She stepped cl oser, wondering even nore what was behind
hi s strange behavi or-

The creak of the public house door sw nging open filtered
into the alley. Mairelon flattened hinself into a niche al ong
one wall and notioned to Kimto do the same. She conpli ed,
still puzzled. Then she heard the skinny toff's unni stakable
whi ne.

"—don't expect such treatnment! You haven't heard the end
of this!"

"Mebbe," the gravelly voice of the publican said. "And
nmebbe not. Evenin'."

Ki m heard the door shut, then the toff nuttering curses
under his breath. A noment |ater cane the incongruous
sound of a small silver bell, ringing.

A | arge shadow passed the nmouth of the alley. There you
are, Stuggs!" the toff said pettishly "Did you catch the
boy~?"

"I ain't seen 'im" said a deep, slow voice

"Not seen hinfP But he left just a few minutes ago."

"I ain't seen 'im" the second voice reiterated patiently.
"You fool! He nust have gone the other way,"

"Couldn't ave. Street's bl ocked."

"Then he slipped by you in the dark. Idiot! Nothing has
gone right tonight, sinply nothing! W've spent five days
tracing the wong man, ny clothes are ruined, and on top of
everything el se you let the boy escape!"”

"I never seen 'imlIf 1'd seen 'im 1'd a catched "im
"Ch, well. Under the circunstances, it hardly matters. But

if it had been Merrill's wagon, we woul d have needed the



boy. You're lucky."

Sonething in the man's voi ce made Ki m shrink back

agai nst the wall of the building, trying to beconme one with
the bricks and half-tinbering. Wy were they so interested in
her? Surely five pounds wasn't worth such trouble to a swell!

"You want | should look for "im'" Stuggs's deep voice said
and Kim hel d her breath.

"Weren't you listening? There's no need; he didn't find any-
thing. And I|'mnot going to stand here snelling like a brew
ery while you blunder about. Come on "

Foot steps clicked agai nst the cobbl estones, passing the end
of the alley. Gradually they died away, but Kimdid not nove
until she heard the distant rattle of carriage wheels Then
she

| ooked across at Mairel on.

The magi cian notioned to her and started off, but instead

of heading back out to the lane, he went farther into the
alley. Kimfollowed with some trepidation. The cranped

maze of garbage-strewn alleys that tw sted through the spaces
between the main streets was no place for anyone who didn't
know where he was goi ng.

Mai rel on, however, chose his course w thout hesitation
and in a few m nutes they enmerged on a side street two bl ocks
fromthe Dog and Bull. "You can tal k now," he said.

Kimwas silent for a moment, trying to deci de what to ask
first. "Whay was that skinny toff so wishful to get his
dabbers on nme?" she said finally, starting with the question
whi ch was of the greatest personal interest.

"I rather think he was afraid you night cone and tell ne
what he'd been doing," Mairelon replied.

Kimdid a quick review of the conversation they'd over-
heard. "He thinks you're this Merrill cove?"

"Not any nore," Mairelon said cheerfully. He tipped his
cap to a heavily rouged, overblown woman in an exceedingly
| ow cut gown. She eyed his shabby rainent and wrinkl ed her
nose, then hurried past in search of nore prom sing custom
ers.

"So that's why you was so set on me gamoning the cull I'd
done what he wanted," Kimsaid. She | ooked at Mirelon

t houghtfully. "Are you?"

"Am | what ?"

"Are you Merrill?"

"What's in a nane? That which we call a rose by any ot her
name woul d snell as sweet!"

"Huh?" Kimsaid, thoroughly confused.



"Not literary, | take it? No, of course not, you wouldn't be.
W shall have to do something about that."

" About what ?"
' Teaching you to read."
"Read!" Kim s eyes w dened, and she stopped short. "Me?"

"Way not? It's bound to be useful. Cone al ong; you don't
want to spend the night standing in the street, do you?"

Ki m nodded and started wal king again It was a nonent

before the novelty of the idea wore off and she realized that
she had been very neatly distracted from her original ques-
tion. She scow ed and kicked a pebble. It skittered over the
cobbl est ones and di sappeared into the danp and foggy dark-
ness in the nddl e of the street.

Mai rel on | ooked across at her and raised an eyebrow. Kins
scowl deepened. "You knew all that was going to happen!" she
sai d accusingly,

"Hardly. | was suspicious, that's all "
"Then what were you doin' down at the Dog and Bul |l ?"

"I was | ooking out for you," Miirelon said pronptly.

"l don't need no lookin' out for," Kimretorted. She was
suddenly tired of all these swells talking her into things
wi thout telling her enough about themfirst. O course, her
own curiosity was at |east as nmuch to blame as Mirel on, but
that only made her nore irritable.

"I"'minclined to agree,"” Miirelon said. He raised his hand
and touched his right eye gingerly. "l believe you bl acked ny
eye with that |ast swng."

"Too bad,” Kimsaid callously. "It wouldn't of happened if
you'd of told ne you'd be there."

"If I'd told you I was planning to foll ow you, you would
have told ne to be off about ny own business,"” Mirelon
poi nted out. "Wich, as things turned out, wouldn't have
been at all wi se, now, would it?"

"Huh." Kimcouldn't contradict him but she wasn't wlling
to admt it.

"Besides, it wouldn't have been at all the thing to have sent
you of f into trouble w thout warning you and w thout sending
al ong anyone to help in case there was trouble."

"Then why didn't you warn ne?"

"About what? | wasn't sure anything was going to happen
And woul d you have |istened?"



"I'f you would of explained— Kimstarted with some heat,

t hen stopped, her brain working rapidly. Mirelon had
caught her rifling his wagon; he would have had to be very
stupid to give her any explanations w thout |earning nore
about her first. And however carel ess he m ght seem he was
not stupid. The thought crossed her mnd that he had been
wat ching to see whether she would tell the skinny toff the
whol e truth about what she had found in his wagon

Curiously, the idea that he had been testing her drained
away most of her anger. Caution was a thing she understood,
if she wanted Mairelon's trust, she would have to earn it
She

wasn't about to admit she knew it, though. "You shouldn't of
gone," she said grunpily.

Mai rel on gave her a quizzical look. "I couldn't let you go
al one, and there was no other choice. | sinply couldn't send
Hunch. "

Kimstared at Miirelon. Then her nind brought up a pic-

ture of Hunch, drooping over the skinny toff's shoul der and
chewi ng on his nustache while he tried to tip over a beer

mug. It was too nuch for her sense of hunor; she burst into

| aughter. "No, | guess you couldn't. | bet he didn't want you
goin' off in themflash togs, neither."

"You're right about that," Mairelon replied cheerfully. He
rai sed his hand to touch his eye again, and winced. "He's
going to be sinply delighted about this, |I'msure. "

"Not hardly he won't."

"He'll say it's what | deserve for going off without him He
may, just possibly, be right," the nagician added thought -
fully.

"You goin' to tell himhow you got it?" Kimsaid.

Mai rel on | ooked at her and blinked, then he grinned. "OCh,

| see. | hadn't thought of that." The grin w dened, giving
hi m

a strong resenbl ance to a m schievous small boy "Well, such
t hi ngs happen quite frequently in taverns, particularly the
| ess respectable ones. | don't think there'll be any need to

go into details, do you?"

Ki m shrugged, sternly suppressing a flicker of relief. "It
don't matter to ne."

"Quite so," Mairelon said gravely. They wal ked a block in
silence, watching the heavy, w de-wheeled drays clatter by
over the cobbl estones. Then they turned a corner and the
sights and sounds of the Hungerford narket washed up to
greet them

To Kims surprise, Mairelon did not go directly to his
wagon I nstead, he led Kimaround the edge of the narket
to a cranped alley. He paused in the shadows, watching the
lanplit shops. Though the twists of the buildings hid them



fromsight, Kimcould hear the calls of the costernongers
clearly. It was a good place to hide; Kimhad used it herself
a couple of times. She was surprised that Mairelon knewit.

Ki m heard a scratching sound behind her and tensed. Mair-
elon smiled and turned, his shoul ders brushing fl akes of
pai nt

off the building on his right. A nmonment |ater, Hunch ap-
peared from an even skinni er opening near the back of the
al | ey.

"Well tinmed, Hunch'" Mairelon said in a | ow voice. "You
br ought everyt hi ng?"

"Right ere," Hunch said, lifting a |arge canvas bag in one
hand and scowing as if he wi shed he could disassociate him
sel f from such undignified proceedi ngs

"Good!" Mairelon stripped off his cap and dropped it, then
pul l ed off his tattered jacket. He w ped his face and hands
on

the shreds of lining, which seened relatively clean, then
dropped the jacket on top of the cap and begin pulling off
hi s

heavy wor kman's boot s.

"Master Richard!" Hunch's voice was not |oud, but it ex-
pressed vol unes of scandal i zed di sapproval -

Mai rel on paused and | ooked up. "What is it?"

"You ain't never going to just— Hunch stopped and
| ooked at Kim "Not with 'er standing therel™

"Ch, is that all that's bothering you?" Miirelon | ooked at
Kimand grinned. "Turn your back, child, you're offending
Hunch's proprieties.”

Kim flushed, as nuch fromsurprise as enbarrassnent, and
turned away. "I ain't no child," she muttered under her
br eat h.

"Under the circunstances, that's so much the worse," Mir-
elon replied cheerfully.

Ki m snorted. She coul d hear various scraping and rustling

noi ses behind her, and Hunch nuttering through his nus-
tache. She frowned, certain that at |east sone of the nutter-
i ngs were derogatory coments directed at her. She coul dn't
quite hear them and after a nonent she was glad. If she
knew what Hunch was sayi ng, she would have had to answer

in kind, and she couldn't see arguing wth someone while her
back was turned. It was too nmuch of a di sadvant age.

The rustlings stopped, and Mairelon said, "There, that's
better You can turn around now. "

Kimdid, and blinked. Mairelon still snelled faintly of
beer, but otherwi se he was once nore the well-dressed stage
magi ci an she had first seen. Top hat, cape, mustache—us-



tache? "How d you do that?" Ki mdenanded.

"The mustache?" Mairelon said "Spirit gum and horsehair.
It isn'"t crooked, is it?"

"Not as | can see,"” Kimreplied.

"Good! | was wondering; it's a bit tricky to do without a
mrror. Still, it only has to last until we get back to the
wagon. "

"What about themthings you was wearing?" Hunch de-
manded. "You 'adn't ought to be |leaving them'ere."
"No, | suppose not," Miirelon said, nudging the little pile
of dirty, beer-scented clothing he had been wearing. He

gl anced at Hunch's face and turned to Kim "Can you get rid
of then®"

"I could pitch themin the river," Kimoffered, eyeing the
cl ot hes al nost as dubiously as Hunch.

"No, no, sell them sonmewhere or give them away. Prefera-
bly not in this market."

"Huh You don't expect much,"” Kimnmuttered, but she

pi cked up the cl othes and wadded theminto a conpact bun-
dle. The boots were in fairly good shape; she might actually
be able to turn a few shillings on them

"We'|| see you at the wagon in an hour or so, then," Mair-
elon said. He sniled as he followed Hunch out the back of
the alley.

Ki m whi stled softly through her teeth as she finished mak-
ing up the bundl e The secondhand cl ot hes deal ers on Pet -
ticoat Lane ought to fit Mairelon's requirements. Tom Correy
woul d be the best; he was sure to take the clothes in order
to

get the boots. He'd think Kimhad stolen them so he

woul dn't pay nuch, but he wouldn't ask questions, either. It
evened out. She swung the bundle to her back and hesitated.
Mai rel on had sounded casual enough, but he'd nonet hel ess been
taking fairly extreme precautions agai nst being seen. Mybe
she should do the sane. She slipped easily through the crack
at the back of the alley and worked her way anong the court-
yards to the street.

She was turning to head for Petticoat Lane when she re-
nmenbered the noney she'd collected in the Dog and Bull
Tom was a good fellow, but some of his custoners weren't.
She didn't want to | ose her five pounds before she'd even
gotten used to the idea of having them

Changi ng direction, she circled the market until she cane

to the hidey-hole where she spent nost of her nights. It was
little nore than a few rotting boards | eaning agai nst a tene-
ment, but it provided privacy and a mni numof shelter. Kim

wor ned her way inside, then set about redistributing her

newf ound weal th. She buried a few shillings in the corner of



t he hidey-hole and slipped a few nore into her shoes.

After sone consideration, she tore a strip of cloth fromthe
bottom of the shirt Mairel on had been wearing and bound

the rest of the coins tightly around her bare waist. She
pul | ed her own shirt down over the resulting lunmpy wap and
bel ted her breeches She studied the effect, then smled and
patted her belt with a sense of satisfaction. In the dark
and with her jacket over the top of everything, even old

Mot her Ti bb woul d have been hard put to notice anything
unusual

She rebundl ed the clothes and set off. Near Hol born Hil

she swung herself onto the rear end of a farner's wagon that
was heading in the right direction. She hunched down behi nd
the hay, clinging to the backboard and hopi ng she woul d not
be noticed. Her luck held; not only did the wagon conti nue
east, but the driver did not see her until she junped off.
She

darted into the gloom pursued by his angry cries. He'd
settle

down once he realized that all she'd stolen was a ride.

Petticoat Lane was only a few nminutes' wal k. Tom s shop

was cl osed, but Kimhad expected as nmuch. She slid around
to the rear of the building and rapped at the weathered oak
door. She had to repeat her knock before a stocky, grizzled
man opened the door and peered out at her "'(Qo's that?"

"Kim | got sonmethin' for Tom™

"Ah. Inside, then." The man stepped back and Kimlifted
her bundl e and followed himin.

The back room of Tom s secondhand shop was a ness, as

usual . Cothes were piled carelessly in every coner and
stacked on top of the single chair. Kimsaw everything froma
| aborer's homespun snock to a tattered but undeniably silk
cravat.

Four men were seated on crates around the rickety table in
the center of the room The tin cups and the reek of gin
made it clear what they had been doing before Kims arrival.

Just at the nonent they were staring at her. Two of them
were as unknown to Kim as the doorkeeper. The third was
Tom s brother-in-law Jack Stower, a dirty dish if Kimhad
ever seen one. He'd never had nuch use for her, either

The [ ast person at the table was a grey-haired nan with
squinty eyes, wearing a dark grey coat and a |linen cravat.
Kimstiffened. "Dan Laverham " she blurted. Wat was that
flash cull doing in Tom s back roon? For all he carried
hinself like Quality, he could call up half the canting crew
from Covent Garden to the Tower of London if he had a need
for

t hem

"Kim dear boy, how good to see you," the grey-haired
man replied. H's eyes raked her apparel, and she was sud-



denly very, very glad she had hidden her noney so carefully
before setting out. Dan woul d think nothing of ordering his
men to strip her of her hard-won gains, if he knew of them
"Been a long tine," Kimoffered, keeping her tone noncom
mttal. Dan was a bad one to offend. He was smart and
snooth, and he'd hold on to a grudge until the noon turned
bl ue. She suspected that he was the one who'd turned stag
and peached on Mt her Tibb to the constables, though he
was too clever to have acted openly.

"That it has," Dan said, |eaning back on his crate as though
he sat in a tall, straight-backed chair. "And to what do

owe

t he good fortune of your arrival ?"

"Says e's got sommat for Tom" the doorkeeper said.

"Then, ny dear, go and fetch him" Dan replied. The
door keeper grunted and clunped up the stairs. Dan | ooked at
Kim "Do join us," he said, and waved at the table

Ki m shook her head "I ain't got time," she lied.

Jack Stower shifted so that his crate creaked al arnmingly
"Think you're too good to have a drop of Blue Ruin with your
friends, eh?" he munbl ed.

It was on the tip of Kims tongue to retort that he, at

| east,

was no friend of hers, but caution restrained her. G n nade
Jack's uncertain tenper positively explosive, and she doubted
that the other men would intervene if Jack started sonething.
She tried to make her voice placating as she said, "It ain't
that | got to neet a man down by the docks in less'n an
hour, and I ain't going to finish with Tomin tine as it is."
Jack started to reply angrily, but Dan put a hand on his

arm and he subsided at once. "An appoi ntnment on the docks?"
Dan said. "That's a bit out of your usual way, isn't it?"

Ki m shrugged, wi shing the doorkeeper woul d come back
with Tom "I go where the pay is."

"Not al ways, ny dear, or you woul d have accepted ny
generous offer," Dan said, watching her with bright,
penetr at -
i ng eyes.

"I like bein" on nmy own," Kimsaid shortly And she

strongly disliked the idea of railing into Dan's cl utches.
He' d have her forking purses off the market crowds during the
day without regard for her scruples, and once he di scovered
her sex she'd spend her nights in the stews. Kim had no
illusions about that sort of life. Let alone she had no taste
for it, she'd be lucky not to end swi nging fromthe nubbing
cheat as Mot her Tibb had.

"Well, let it pass," Dan said, waving a hand- "But tell ne,
what has lured you to Tom Correy's establishnent tonight?"



"Bilking old Tomout of a tog and kicks, 1'd say," Jack nut-
tered.

"Quietly, ny dear." Dan's voice was vel vet-snoot h- Jack

shot hima glance of mngled fear and resentnent, but he did
not speak again. Dan gave Kima |l ook of polite inquiry.

"I got business with Tom" Kimtold him
"Real ly." Dan's eyes shifted to the bundl ed cl ot hes dangling
fromKims right hand, then back to her face- "Not back on
the sharping lay by any chance, are you, dear boy?"

"No, nor | ain't goin' to be, neither."

"I can give you a better price than Tom if you' ve any trin-
kets to dispose of," the man persisted-

Ki m suppressed a scow . Dan had been trying to get a

handl e on her for a long tine He was obvi ously hoping that
greed woul d get the better of her sense- She shook her head.
"I ain't got nothin' in your line, Dan."

"Pity. You're quite sure—=

The creaking of the stairs interrupted as Tom Correy cane
down them followed closely by the doorkeeper Tom

scowl ed at the gin drinkers, but his face lit up when he saw
Kim "Kim |ad! Where' ve you been keepi ng yoursel f?"

"Around,"” Kimsaid with deliberate vagueness. She didn't
grudge Tom the know edge, but there were too many inter-
ested and not entirely friendly ears present to overhear

"You cone for another coat?"

"What'd | say?" Jack nuttered.
"Quiet, you," Tomsaid without |ooking "It's ny shop and
["1l run it my way, see? And the boy | ooks like he could do
with a jacket."

"I ain't after one," Kimsaid hastily

jack snorted and gul ped at his cup Tom | ooked at her
"What, then?"

"I got sone stuff for you to look at. Here " Kim crouched
and undid the bundl e.

"Where'd you cone by this?" Tom said, studying the untidy
pile with disfavor.

"Cot it off a bingo-boy up by Spitalfields,"
"What' Il you give ne for 'enf'"

Kimsaid glibly.

Tom knelt and exam ned the clothes nore closely "They
ain't much."”



"Those' re good boots," Kimpointed out quickly. "Sone

peopl e woul d give three shillings just for the boots "
"Three shillings? You rmust think I'mas lushy as that lot,"
Tom said, waving towards the table "I'll give you a bender

for the whole pile."

"Si xpence ain't enough,"” Kimsaid stubbornly ' Two shill-
i ngs ni nepence. "

Dan and his cohorts soon lost interest in the bargaining

and began a nuttered conversation of their own, punctuated

by frequent passage of the gin bottle. Kimwatched them
warily fromthe corner of her eye while she dickered. Jack
was thoroughly castaway, and one or two of the others

| ooked at least a little lushy. Dan, however, was being
careful not to get the nalt above water; though he passed the
bottle and refilled cups with a comradely air, he hinself
drank little. And several tines, Kimsaw himwatching her

By the time she had fini shed her bargaining and collected

one- and-si xpence from Tom Kimwas worried. She bade

Tom a cordi al goodbye and the drinkers a polite one, then

stepped out into the cool, damp night. As the door closed

behi nd her, she took a deep breath to clear the gin funes

from her head The fog had thickened; the streetlanp by the
shopfront was a dimsnmear of yellow light, blurred by the

vei

of noisture in the air.

Whistling softly, Kimstarted down Petticoat Lane. Half a
bl ock from Tom's, she cut sharply to the Ieft She hunted

al ong the backs of the shops until she found one with a

dr ai n-

pi pe she could clinb, then shinnied up it. She crept to the
front of the building and lay flat, peering down at the
street.

A moment | ater a man came skul king down the street from
the direction of Tom s shop. She couldn't make out his face
in

t he foggy darkness, but his silhouette was stocky and he
nmoved |i ke the man who had been keeping the door for Dan
and his friends. He hurried by, heading toward the docks.

Ki m stayed where she was for a while, considering. Dan

had sent the doorkeeper after her, but why? She could think
of no answer. Finally she slid down the drainpi pe and started
back toward the city. Her nood was thoughtful, and she

made sure she took a circuitous route. Whatever the reason
for Dan's renewed interest in her, she was sure she woul dn't
like it when she found out what it was. She was glad she'd
accepted Mairelon's offer. Wth any luck at all, she'd be out
of London | ong before Dan could find her

FI VE
It was near midnight when Kimarrived back at Miirelon's

wagon and rapped softly at the door. To her surprise, it
swung open instantly. Mirelon stood just inside, dressed in



eveni ng cl othes fine enough for gentry. Hs right eye seened
puffy, but showed no signs of discoloration. Kimlooked nore
closely and saw streaks of stage makeup, all but invisible in
the dimlight. "lIt's me," she said to cover her sudden
irrational feeling of guilt.

"Ah, Kim" Miirelon said with no perceptible change in his
worried expression. "lI'mglad you' re back."

"Not so's you'd notice," Kimnuttered as she entered the
wagon. "I got rid of themflash togs, right enough."

"Good," Mairelon said absently, still frowning at the door.

Ki m | ooked around for sonme hint as to the cause of Mir-
el on's abstraction. She saw no sign of the droopy assistant,
and on impul se asked, "Where's Hunch?"

Mai rel on picked up a top hat fromthe grey tile that topped
the row of cabinets by the door. "I was just going to find
that out.

"You nmean he's run ni ssing?"

"l sent himon an ... errand- He should have been back
an hour ago."

Kimsighed. "It's your |lay- Were do we start |ookin "?"

"W don't start anywhere. You're going to stay here and
keep an eye on things, in case he gets back before | do."

"I ain't fond of sittin' and waitin'," Kimobjected. "And if
you're that nattered about it, maybe you ought to take al ong
some hel p."

"I"'mafraid you' d be rather out of place where |I'm—= Mair-

el on broke off in mid-sentence, and his head turned toward
the door. A nonent later it swng open and Hunch cli nbed
into the wagon. He | ooked at Mairelon, and a di sapproving
frown settled over his face. Mairelon grinned like a

school boy

caught in a prank and tossed his top hat back onto the shelf.

Hunch snorted- "You ain't queering ne none, Master Rich-
ard. You was a-going to go |ooking for ne."

"It seened |like a good idea."

"You '"adn't ought to of done it," Hunch said severely.

"Yes, well, | didn't. Wat took so | ong?"
Hunch | ooked at Mairelon sharply, but allowed hinmself to
be drawn away from his scol ding. "Couple of sharpers tried to

followme, and | 'ad to |l ose 'emafore | cone back."

"What ?" Mairelon | ooked up in the act of seating hinself
on top of the chest that had caused Kimso much trouble.



"How many?"
“Two as | noticed."

"Anyone we know?"

Hunch shook his head. "I 'adn't seen neither of 'em afore.”
"Mm hm | suppose they coul d have been sone of
Shor ehani s. "

"That's as may be," Hunch said. He sounded both skeptica
and di sapproving. Miirelon | ooked up. Hunch gave a warn-
ing jerk of his head in Kims direction

"What ? Ch, yes, of course,” Miirelon said. "Did you get
what you went for?"

"Aye."
"Wll, let's have it, man'"

Hunch shot another look in Kims direction, then reached
stiffly into one of his pockets He pulled out a fol ded paper
sealed with a great blob of crinmson wax and handed it to

Mai rel on

Mairelon held it up to the light, edgewi se. "The seal hasn't
been tanpered—eh. Lord."

"What is if" Hunch said anxiously

"Shoreham s done it again,"” Miirelon replied in annoyance
He turned slightly, so that his back was to Kim and nut -
tered sonet hing under his breath.

There was a bright flash of blue-white light that left Kims
eyes monentarily dazzl ed. When her sight cleared, Mirelon
was squinting at a fine dust of ashes that drifted fromthe
fol ded paper "I do wish he'd stop using that Egyptian Light-
Lock," he complained "I never nanage to get ny eyes shut in
tinme"

Hunch grunted Kimrealized that he had turned his head
away before Mairelon broke the seal, and so escaped the tem
porary blindness. She glared first at himand then at Mir-
el on One of them m ght have warned her what to expect.

Mai rel on shook the letter open and began to read. A no-
ment | ater he straightened with an exclamation “Tonorrow "

"What's that?" Hunch said
" Shoreham wants us to meet himtonorrow evening." Mir-
el on | ooked up. "How I ong was this waiting?" he denanded,

wavi ng the note.

"Since yesterday. Were's 'e looking to be? Same pl ace as
[ast time?"



"Yes. " Mairelon shook his head "He's in a rush again. Bl ast
the man!"

Hunch considered "W'll 'ave to leave early," he said at
Last .

"I know," Mairelon said irritably.

"\What about er?" Hunch said, jerking his head in Kins
direction.

"What ?" Mairel on | ooked up fromrereading the note. "Ch.
You wouldn't mind | eaving London a little earlier than we'd
pl anned, woul d you?" he asked Kim

"No," Kim said, renenbering Dan Laverham and hi s un-

pl easant crew. She thought of mentioning themto Mirelon
but caution rmade her hold her tongue. If he knew about Dan
he m ght change his mind about letting Kimacconpany him

"That's settled, then," Mairelon said. He fol ded the note
and tucked it in an inner pocket, then picked up his top hat.
"I"ll be back in an hour or so "

"You ain't never just leaving without telling me where
you're of f to!" Hunch sounded outraged.

Mai rel on | ooked back over his shoul der and sm | ed an-
gelically at Hunch. "Exactly," he said, and the door closed
behi nd him

Hunch glared at the door After a nonent, he transferred
the glare to Kim "And what's 'e want nme to do with you?" he
nuttered

"Il just go doss under the wagon," Kimoffered, sidling
toward the door. She wanted to think about what she'd over-
heard, and she wanted to get away from Hunch. She al so
wanted to retrieve the shillings she'd left in her

hi dey- hol e;

she nmight need them once she | eft London

"No, you ain't," Hunch said, |eaning against the door "'E
may be witling to let you go jauntering about, but | ain't
"aving you bl abbing things all over London."

"What things?" Kimasked scornfully. "You ain't told ne
nothin', neither one of you."

"Hah." Hunch squinted at her, and his nmustache seened to
droop even nore "You 'eard enough to nake trouble. And

don't gammon nme you don't know it, neither. "

"Maybe " Kim studi ed Hunch. She was rapidly acquiring a

good deal of respect for him despite his appearance, he was
no fool. "But | ain't no troubl emaker."

""Ow do | know that ?"

"You' ve had tinme enough to ask questions about me al



round Hungerford," Kimsaid shrewdly. "And if you ain't
done it, | don't know a sharp from a Robin Redbreast."

Hunch did not reply. He also did not nove away fromthe
Door .

Ki m heaved an exaggerated sigh "Well, | ain't goin' to

stand here arguin' with you all night," she said. "And

ain't

| eavin' London half asleep, neither. If you ain't letting ne
out, I'll doss here."

She sat down on the chest with nore confidence than she
felt, remenbering her previous experience. No expl osions or
purpl e sparks foll owed, so she swng her feet up and
stretched out on top of it. It wasn't as confortable as it
m ght have been, but it wasn't cold and there weren't any
rats looking to share it with her. It'd do

She grinned at Hunch's ful mi nating expression and cl osed
her eyes He'd think she was shamming it, and he'd watch her
closely to see that she had no chance to slip away. So she
woul dn't sham There was no point in wasting however mnuch
time Mairelon planned to take, and no reason not to take ful
advant age of a warm dry, safe place to rest. She grinned
again at the thought of Hunch's probable reaction, and |et
hersel f drop into sleep

The wagon door opened, and Ki m cane awake all at once.

She gave an instant's consideration to the possibility of

pre-

tendi ng she was still asleep, in hopes of hearing sonething
of

interest, then rejected the idea. She'd do better to let them
know she was awake, as a sort of expression of good faith. It
woul dn't cal m Hunch' s suspicions, but at least it wouldn't

rai se any nore of them She opened her eyes and sat up

Mai rel on had just entered the wagon He carried a | arge
parcel under one arm and there was a worned crease across
his forehead, aside fromthat, he | ooked |Iike one of the
grand

swel I s Kim had occasionally seen going into the Drury Lane
theater. He glanced from Hunch's dour face to hers. Kim
grinned and stretched.

The worried crease vani shed and the corners of Miirelon's
eyes crinkled in anusenment. "Wse of you to have gotten
some sleep, Kim"

"I thought so," Kimsaid snmugly.

Hunch snorted and rose stiffly to his feet He had been
sitting

besi de the door, Kim saw, presumably to bl ock any attenpt she
m ght make to leave. "You're late," he said to Mirelon.

"Not as late as | night have been." The renaining traces of
anusement di sappeared from Mairel on's expression. "Are you
ready to | eave?"



"Now?" Kimsaid, startled. She glanced involuntarily at the
tiny window in the top of the wagon's door. There was no
sign of an approachi ng dawn.

" Now, "

Hunch | ooked at Mairel on suspiciously "There's three
hours yet afore norning," he pointed out.

"Yes. And we should be at |east two hours gone by then,"
Mairel on replied.

Hunch and Kimwere both staring at him "Wat 'ave you
gone and done now?" Hunch demanded at | ast.

Mairelon's lips set inagrimline. Carefully, he put his

par -
cel down on top of the cupboards. After a nonment, he

| ooked up. "I haven't 'gone and done’ anything," he said.
" Un-

fortunately, Andrew isn't likely to believe that."
"You never went off to G osvenor Square!" Hunch gasped.

"Gve me credit for some sense,” Mairelon replied. "No, |
met nmy esteened brother outside Renee D Auber's."

Kims eyes wi dened. Everyone in London, fromthe Prince

of Wales to the poorest mud-1lark, knew of Madenoiselle Re-
nee D Auber. She was the only child of a French wi zard who
had fled his country during the Terror and an English

Count ess

who had been generally considered to have marri ed beneath
her. Madenoi sell e D Auber had kept a foot in both worlds.
She was wel comed by all but the nost stiff-necked nenbers of
t he haut set. She kept a select sal on attended by magi ci ans,
bl uest ocki ngs, and intelligentsia, and she was runored to be
a

dab hand at spell casting herself. There were al so whispers
that she was personally famliar with some of the | ess savory
el ements of London society. The upper cl asses considered her
wild and not altogether respectable, the | ower shook their
heads in fascinated wonder at the strange ways of foreigners
and gentry, and pronounced her too clever by half.

"You adn't ought to ave gone there,"” Hunch told Mirelon
al nost fiercely.

"Where el se was | supposed to get willow root, black alder
vervain, and rue at this hour?" Miirelon retorted irritably.

"You ain't a-going to 'ave a chance to use them'erbs nuch
if word gets out you're in London "

"Renee wouldn't give ne away. And how was | supposed to
know Andrew woul d be there? He never used to |ike Renee.

He shouldn't even be in town yet; the Season doesn't start
for

at least a nonth!" Mairelon ran a hand through his hair in a



di stract ed manner.

Hunch opened his nouth, then closed it again. Kim

t hought he | ooked nmore worried and upset than angry, and
she filed that away in her mind for |ater consideration. At
| ast Hunch said, "I'Il be getting the 'orses, then."

Kim gl anced at Mairelon's face, then | ooked away "1'I1
hel p," she said quickly as Hunch rose

To her surprise, Hunch did not object. He sinply | ooked

at her and nodded. Ki mblinked and foll owed himout of the
wagon. They started toward the end of the market where
horses could be stabled for a fee. As soon as they were well
out of earshot of the wagon, Kimlooked up and demanded,
"What was that about?"

"It ain't your affair," Hunch grow ed repressively

Kimwas ready to argue, but Hunch's forbiddi ng expression
made it clear that she would get no further information from
him She resolved to question Mairelon hinmself as soon as she
could find a good opportunity. She | ooked up. Hunch was
chewi ng on his nustache again. Kimsnorted quietly and

turned her attention to considering what little she had

| ear ned.

Mai rel on the Magi ci an knew nore than stage magic, that

was pl ain enough. And she'd bet every farthing she was car-
rying that he was the "Merrill" that the skinny toff at the
Dog and Bull was so anxious to find. Odds-on, Mirelon was
gentry, too, or at least very well breeched. O dinary market
performers didn't have brothers who owned houses in Crosvenor

Squar e.

Then there was the matter of the nen who had tried to
foll ow Hunch. He and Mairel on seened to consider it nore
of a nuisance than a threat, which inplied that they were
used to dealing with such things. And Mirel on knew Renee
D Auber well enough to expect a wel come at her hone.

The whol e thing had a havey-cavey | ook about it. Frown-

i ng, Kimconsidered piking off with her five pounds and | eav-
i ng Hunch to explain her absence to Mairelon. The trouble
was, she didn't want to go. She l|iked Mairel on. Furthernore,
she trusted him Whatever it was that he was involved in, she
was certain he hadn't lied when he'd told her it wasn't
illegal.

It m ght be dangerous, though. Kinms frown deepened. She
didn't know anythi ng about magic, but she'd been involved in
snoky deal i ngs before. Miirelon mght be able to use her

hel p. She blinked, surprised by the strength of her desire to
go along with the magician, then pressed her |ips together
determ ned to be objective. She shouldn't be staying with a
couple of culls on a queer lay wi thout a good reason. She'd
had nmore than her share of close calls already. Her |uck

woul dn't | ast forever.

For a noment, she wavered; then she remenbered Dan



Laverham Wth a feeling of relief, Kimstopped trying to
convince herself that she ought to abandon Mairel on. She
had to get away from Dan Laverham and that meant getting
out of London. That was a good enough reason for anything!
Besides, if she sherried off now, she'd never find out what
was really going on. Kimgrinned to herself and hurried to
catch up with Hunch.

SI X

They were on their way out of London within the hour. Hunch
drove froma tiny | edge on the front of the wagon, while Kim
rode inside with Mairelon. She would rather have been outside
wi th Hunch, despite his suspicions, for she disliked the
closed-in feeling of the darkened wagon. Muirel on's assurance
that it was only until they were out of London, and her own

t houghts of Dan Laverham were all that stifled her objec-
tions. Kimwas not anxious to be seen by anyone who m ght
take word back to that slimy character, small though the
chance might be. The jolting of the wagon nade her queasy at
first, but the feeling passed quickly. Mirel on watched her
closely. "All right now?" he said after a tine.

"Ri ght enough." Kim peered at him "You couldn't do
somethin' to make a bit of light in here, could you?"

Mai rel on | aughed. "I'mafraid you'll have to get used to the
dark. No wagoneer would keep a lanp lit while the wagon's
nmovi ng, not even on the best road in England.” The wagon
jounced across a rut and Mairelon grimced. "Which this

mani festly is not."

Ki m hadn't been thinking of a | anp, but she let it pass.

Mai rel ons point was cl ear enough a |ighted wagon woul d
attract attention. She stared at the wi ndow with sonme dis-
qui et She had no idea where they were going, she realized,

or even which direction. Wll, they hadn't crossed the river,
so they weren't headed south, but that still left a |ot of
possibilities. Suddenly she grinned. If she didn't know where
she was goi ng, Laverhamcertainly wouldn't!

"Not going to sleep, | take it?" Mirel on said.
The wagon hit a bunp that nearly threw Kim off the chest.
"Ain't nobody could sleep through that," she said scornfully

when she was secure once nore

"Sorry," Mairelon said. "This wagon wasn't built to be nd-
den in."

"I never would of guessed," Kimsaid sarcastically.

Mai rel on | aughed again. "I suppose that it is a bit obvious.
If you aren't going to sleep, why don't we start on your

| essons?"

"Lessons? You nean, reading and nagic?"

"Eventual ly, yes. But you can't read if you can't see, and
t he



same thing applies to the kind of magic |I'Il be teaching you.
We'll start on those later, after it gets light."

Ki m frowed "How nmuch you planin' on teachin' ne?"

"I'f you're going to be of any real help with the show, there
are a number of things you'll need to know besi des stage
magi c," Mairelon said dryly.

"What things?"

' The way you talk, for one." Mirelon | ooked at her and
hurried on before she could reply. "You see, people expect a
performer to sound |ike a Duchess. You don't, of course, but
I

think that with a little training you could."

"Hunch don't talk Iike a gentry cove,"
nettl ed.

Ki m poi nt ed out,

"He doesn't assist me on stage, either."

"Huh " Kim considered She hadn't known any truly suc-

cessful actresses, but she'd seen enough of the shows in Co-
vent Gardens to know that what Miirelon said was true. On
stage, at least, the better actresses aped the accents of no-
bility. The prospect of learning to do the sane was not unap-
pealing. "Al'l right, then. Wat's first?"

Mairelon I et out his breath as though he had been afraid
she woul d think the suggestion insulting "First, you stop
using quite so nuch thieves' cant," he said briskly. "You'l
have to practice al the time, until it seens natural."
"Practice talkin'? Just to sound flash? I—= Ki m stopped.
"Ch. That's what you neant, ain't it?"

"It's exactly what | neant,"” Miirelon said, and waited.
"Mmm " This was going to be harder than she'd thought.
"What el se?"

She could hear the snmile in Mairelon's voice as he went on
with his instruction. There seened to be an endl ess nunber
of different things for Kimto remenber to say, or not to
say,

or to say instead of sonething else. Miirelon was both pa-
tient and creative. He explained each of his directions care-
fully. He made up sanpl e conversations and recited themin
different styles, so that Kimcould hear the difference be-
tween the speech of a London costernonger and that of a
Sussex yeoman, a mddle-class tradesman, or a north country
Vi scount. Then he had Kimimtate each of his voices, cor-
recting her gently whenever she slipped.

It was an anusing way of passing the time, Kimdidn't even
noti ce when the interior of the wagon began to grow |lighter
She was al nost di sappoi nted when, shortly after dawn,

Hunch pulled into the yard of a coaching inn, tenporarily
endi ng the | esson.



Whi |l e Hunch watered the horses, Mirel on produced the
package he had brought back to the wagon the previous

night. To Kims surprise, it contained a boy's jacket, shirt,
and breeches. They were nearly new, and nuch finer than

the best clothing Kimhad ever worn. "That's for nme?" she
said in disbelief.

"OfF course," Miirelon replied. "It wouldn't fit ne, or
Hunch, either. 1'd intended to get you a dress as well, but
there wasn't tinme. We'll have to attend to that |ater."

Ki mwas reduced to near speechl essness. Mirel on waved

away her attenpts at thanking himand shooed her out into
the inn's yard. There he insisted that Kimwash as nuch of
hersel f as coul d be decently nmanaged under the inn's punp.
Hunch fussed with the horses and nuttered into his nustache
t hroughout the entire proceeding. Only then would Mirel on
allow Kimto try on her new cl ot hes

Back i nside the wagon, Kim shinned out of her own tat-

tered clothing i mediately and pulled on the garnments Mair-
eton had brought her. The breeches were a little tight and

t he

jacket was a little | oose, but the clothes renained the best
she had ever worn. She shrugged her shoul ders, testing the
nmoverrent of the jacket, then grinned and threw open the
wagon door .

Mai rel on was nowhere in sight, but Hunch was standing

besi de the steps. '"Ere," he said, and handed her a chunk of
fresh bread and a slice of cheese. "W ain't stopping long,"
he added in response to her | ook of surprise "Eat while you
can.”

This was entirely in accord with Kim s phil osophy, and she
bit into the bread with great satisfaction "Were's

Mai r el on?"

she asked as she nunched. She was di sappoi nted that he had
not stayed to see how she | ooked.

"There." Hunch jerked his head toward the stable, but did
not el aborate.

Ki m nodded, her nouth full, and sat down on the steps to
finish her nmeal. Mairelon returned just as she swall owed the
| ast of the bread and cheese. She scranbled to her feet so
that he could get the full effect of her new finery, and he
nodded t houghtfully.

"You make a very pretty boy," he said. "But | don't think
youll want to hike the roads in those. Try this. "

Ki m caught the bundl e he tossed her and | ooked at himin
Bewi | dernment. "Hi kel ?"

"I told you the wagon wasn't neant for riding in, re-
menber? Unless we're in a hurry, we walk. It's less work for
the horses.”



Ki m nodded and went back inside. The bundl e was yet

anot her set of clothes, plain and nuch-nended, but clean.
They | ooked like farners' wear; Mairel on must have gotten
them from one of the stable hands. She frowned suddenly.

She was gl ad she woul dn't have to wear the rags she'd had on
earlier, but she was rapidly becom ng unconfortable with the
nunber of things Mairel on was giving her. She didn't |ike
owi ng himso nmuch; it gave hima claimon her, and she stil
didn't know what he expected in return. Well, she hadn't
asked himfor any of it. It was his own | ookout if she
schened

off with everything. She shrugged and reached for the

cl ot hes.

When she emerged, she found that Mirelon had changed

his full-dress London evening garb for something very like a
| aborer's smock. Kimhad to suppress a laugh; in the patched,
brown honespun he bore a strong resenbl ance to a not-very-
reputabl e tinker's hel per. As soon as he was ready, they left
the yard. Hunch led the horses instead of driving fromthe
van, and Mairelon and Ki mwal ked al ong behi nd the wagon

Mai rel on showed Ki m sone of his sinpler magic tricks as

t hey wal ked He cl ai med that doing them on the nove was

nmore difficult than working themon stage, and therefore it
was good practice. Kimwas particularly fascinated by the
various ways of tying knots that slid apart tike oil ed snakes
if the right |oop were pulled She made Mairel on show her how
they were tied, going slowy through the process several
times. Then she practiced until she could manage a creditable
per f or mance.

She was di sappointed to find that Mairelon's tricks owed
nmore to his deft fingers than to real magic. But she hadn't
expected himto teach her any real magic, she told herself
sternly. And the things he showed her were certainly fas-
cinating. She swal |l owed her regrets and concentrated on
maki ng a hair-crown appear to vani sh fromone hand and re-
appear in the other.

Her | anguage | essons continued as well. Mirelon had a

way of | ooking at her and raising his eyebrows whenever she
used a cant phrase or msplaced a word. It was far nore
effec-

tive than the scol dings and bl ows Mot her Ti bb had di spensed
whenever her students were slow Kimfound herself |earning
nore qui ckly than she woul d have dreaned.

They were well out into the country now, and Ki mfound

the open fields and hedges very strange after the close con-
fines of the London streets. Near noon they stopped to |et

t he

horses rest and graze on the verge. Kimhel ped Hunch unhar -
ness them then Mairelon called her over to begin her first

| esson in readi ng. She spent nost of the two-hour stop scow -
ing ferociously at the little brown book of letters Mirelon
had produced. She energed with a profound respect for any-
one who had mastered this difficult art, and an even nore
profound determ nation to join their numnber.



The afternoon was occupied by nore | essons, but this tine

Mai rel on was the pupil. He asked Kimto teach himhow to
pick locks. Relieved to find that there was sonethi ng he
didn't know how to do, Kimreadily agreed. She scornfully

rej ected, however, the notion of beginning with the | ock on
the chest inside the wagon "You ain't—you aren't going to get
nowher e—anywher e?—f you start in on a fancy job like that
one," she told him

Mai rel on accepted the rebuke and brought out a smaller
padl ock from somewhere in the depths of the wagon "Do we
need anyt hing el se?" he asked

"You mean, special keys and such?"

Mai rel on nodded apol ogetically. "1've heard that they're
useful . "

"Maybe, but | just use a bit of wire. If you | ose a key, you
got to get a new one, and that takes time. A bit of wire's
al ways easy to come by."

Mai rel on nodded. Ki m spent nuch of the afternoon dem
onstrating the twists and pulls that Mther Tibb had shown
her so | ong ago. She was not as patient a teacher as Mirel on
had been, but her student had the benefit of years of experi-
ence with sleight of hand, and he | earned very quickly. By
the end of the afternoon, she was ready to let himtry his
hand at the rusty-1looking |lock that held the rear doors of

t he

wagon.

" Tormorrow, perhaps,"” Miireton said. "I think I've had

enough for one day."

Kimrather agreed with him She was tired and very dusty
fromthe long trek in the wagon's wake, and her brain whirled
in an attenpt to assimlate all the new things she had

| earned. When they reached the edge of a little village and
pull ed off the road to make canp at last, her main enption
was relief.

Hunch tended the horses while Mirel on and Ki m gat hered
Wod. Wen the fire was well started, Mirelon hung a pot
above it on a wobbly tripod affair that he had cobbl ed

t oget her out of green branches and tw ne. Hunch went nmut -
tering through the grass and weeds along the road. He re-
turned with several |anky plants, which he threwinto the pot
along with alittle neat and sone vegetables fromthe wagon.
Kimwas not sure whether it was Hunch's seasoning or the

| ong wal k, but the stew was the best she had ever tasted.
There was plenty of it, too; Kimate until she was stuffed
and there was still sonme left in the pot

When the neal was over, Miirelon and Hunch began a

| ow- voi ced conversation on the other side of the fire. Kim
qui ckly grew frustrated with her inability to hear what they
wer e saying, and Hunch's occasional fierce glares nmade it
quite clear that she had better not nmove any closer. Kim

gl ared back at him which acconplished nothi ng beyond



providing her with sone enotional satisfaction, then rose and
wander ed back to the wagon. She glanced at the rusty | ock
hol di ng the rear doors, shook her head, and went on around

to the steps.

I nsi de the wagon, she gave the chest a specul ative | ook

She deci ded against it; Mirelon knew she could open it, and
had undoubtedly taken precautions. Mre precautions, she
anended, remenbering the purple explosion that had thrown

her across the wagon. Instead, she went to the rear of the
van She hadn't been able to investigate that area before, be-
cause Mairelon had been performng just outside, and she was
curious about how the fol ding stage worked.

The curtain was heavier than its faded, threadbare appear-
ance had |l ed her to expect. She examined it nore closely and
found a series of |ead weights sewn into the hem Her sur-
prise lasted only a nonment. Mairelon wouldn't want a stray
breeze to reveal the luxurious interior of his wagon while he
was performng. Kimfrowned, wondering why he hadn't put

a folding panel behind the curtain for added security. She'd
have to renmenber to ask himlater; she was certain he had
some good reason. She lifted one end of the curtain and
peered behind it.

There was a foot-w de space between the curtain and the
back wall Kimslipped into it and let the curtain fall shut
behind her Alittle light filtered in around the edges,

providing a gloony reddish illumination. As she waited for
her eyes to adjust, Kimran her fingertips lightly across the
rear wall. There was no break in the surface, this nust be
the floor of the stage, then. She crouched to study the base
of the wall. Yes, there were hinges, carefully sunk into
notches in the wood. They hardly showed at all, and when the
st age was

| owered, they would tie flush with the floor, providing no
i nconvenient lunps for a performer to trip over

She conpl eted her inspection and straightened, just as the
sound of hoofbeats canme clearly fromjust outside. Ad habits
took over; Kimfroze, half crouched behind the curtain. She
heard a shout and the nuffl ed sounds of conversation, but she
paid little attention. She was too busy rem nding herself

t hat

she was doi ng not hing the nabbing culls could nick her for
She hadn't nicked anything for nearly two years, not since
she'd been on her own. She had just nanaged to convince
herself that it would be perfectly safe to go outside and see
what was happeni ng when steps sounded on the stairs and she
heard the wagon's door open

"—and you can take a look at it," Miirelon's voice said
"Well, that's good news," an unfamliar voice replied.
"What's this Hunch says about you picking up another stray?"

Curiosity kept Kimnotionless. "I would hardly call Kima
stray," Mairelon said. "And Heaven only knows what woul d
have happened to her if 1'd left her in the streets of
London. "



"Um Still trying to make up for Jam e? No, no, | shouldn't
have nentioned it. But you're certain she has nothing to do
with the robbery?"

"Quite sure. Now, Edward, do you want to | ook at the
bow or not?"

"Yes, of course; let's have it."

Sundry clicks and thunps followed, the sounds of Mairelon
unl ocki ng the chest and throw ng back the lid. Then Iight
flashed brightly around the edges of the curtain, and the
strange voi ce exclained, "My word!"

"Inpressive, isn't it?" Miirelon replied. "WII| you take it
with you?"

"Not unless you want nme to. The consensus is that it may
hel p you find the rest of the pieces, but it may al so nake
t hi ngs nore dangerous for you."

"How?" Maireton asked sharply.

"Magic cuts in both directions. If you can use the bow to
find the platter and the spheres, they can be used to find
t he

bow . And you."

"Of course. But | thought you had nore in mnd than that."

"Mar chrmont t hi nks soneone at the Mnistry has been tal k-
ing too freely," Mairelon's companion said reluctantly. "It
may be deliberate.”

"I see And there's still the little matter of finding out
whi ch one of our coll eagues at the Royal Coll ege planned the
theft in the first place, isn't there?"

"You' ve no proof that anyone—*-

"Don't be a fool, Shoreham Soneone arranged things very
cleverly to make it look as if | were the one behind that
theft. Soneone very well informed. It was sheerest |uck that
I ran into you that night, or you' d be as sure I'maqguilty as
the rest of them™

"Al'l right, all right. But | still wish you'd let ne clear
your name."

"And give whoever it is a reason to try again? No, thank
you. Besides, as long as no one knows who is really responsi-
ble, there will still be those who believe | was behind it."

"I should think the word of the Earl of Shorehamwi |l be
enough to put an end to such gossip," Shorehamsaid stiffly.

Ki m swal | oned an excl amati on and pressed hersel f agai nst
the rear wall of the wagon, wishing fervently that she had
cone out from behind the curtain as soon as Mirel on opened



t he wagon door. Robbery and intrigue were things she em
phatically did not want to get mixed up in, particularly if
there were Earls involved, too. The gentry were even nore
trouble than toffs

Mairelon's laugh had little hunor to it. "Nothing stops gos-
si p, Edward, you ought to know that."

"I'f you would just—=

"Let it lie, Edward. Wat el se do you have to tell nme?
assune you didn't come all this way just to |l ook at the
Saltash Bowl and warn me that someone in the Mnistry is too
free with information."”

"You're still determined to go through with this?"

"Would | be here, like this, if I weren t?"

"Ch, very well, then. W've finally traced the platter."
"And?" Mairelon's tone was eager

"It's in the hands of one of those new druid cults."”

"Druid cults?"

"There's been a sort of half-baked revival going on for the
past year or two It's all very fashionabl e—nistletoe and
white robes under the new nmoon, with little gol den sickles
for everyone." Lord Shoreham snorted. "Quackery, all of it;
no science at all. It's the sort of thing that gives
magi ci ans a bad nane."

"Then why did it take you this long to find the platter?"

“This group has one or two menbers who dabble a bit in
real magic."

"I see.”

"They call thensel ves Sons of the New Dawn, | believe,"
Lord Shoreham went on. "They're |located in Essex, near Suf-
folk, at a place called Ranton Hill."

"I"'mfamliar with the area Edward, if I'm going to Essex,
why in Heaven's nanme have you dragged ne a day's trip in

t he opposite direction?" Mirel on demanded.

"To try and keep unwel come attention centered in this

area. The platter's been there for at |east tw years,
there's no reason to hurry."

"Mmm It'lIl take ne at |east two days to get there now—-

"Three," Lord Shoreham said blandly. "I'd rather you went
around London instead of through it."

"I'f you insist."



"Under the circunmstances, | nost certainly do."
"Very well. Tell me about these druids, then."

Kim heard a sound like a sigh of resignation, then Lord
Shoreham s voice said, "There are only about ten nenbers,
nmostly young nen in it for a lark. The three nost likely to
have the platter are Frederick Meredith, Robert Chom et, and
Jonat han Aberford. |'ve brought a list of the others.™

There was a rustling noise as the paper changed hands.
"That will do, I think," Mairelon said with sone

sati sfaction.

"*1"Il leave in the norning."

Lord Shorehamcleared his throat. "Ah, there is one other
thing How well do you know the Vi scount G anlei gh?"

"l don't believe we've net."

"And St. Cair?"

"The Baron and | ...have met. Were is this |eading,
Edwar d?"
Shor eham si ghed "I wanted to know whet her you were

likely to neet anyone who woul d recogni ze you."

Then why didn't you just ask"?" Mairelon's tone was infu-
riating in its innocence.

"Ri chard! The Runners are still | ooking for you in connec-
tion with the original robbery, you know "

"It's half the reason | left England. | take it Gantleigh
and
St. Cair are likely to be in Essex?"

"Possibly. Charles Braminghamis married to St dair's sis-
ter, and his son is St Cair's heir. Hs wife is a bosom bow
of Anelia Ganleigh, the Viscountess, and is addicted to
house

parties. It's not beyond the bounds of probability that
you' | |

run into them"

"I know. |'ve stayed at Bram ngham Place a tine or two.
Don't go ruffling your feathers about it, it was years ago,
and they're not likely to remenber me. What is their
connection with the Mnistry?"

There was a nonent's silence, then Lord Shoreham said
ruefully, "Richard, you are uncanny. How did you know?"

"There nust be at |east a hundred people in London who
m ght have recogni zed me, including nmy dear brother An-
drew You didn't ask me about any of them™

"Andrew s in London? You didn't see him did you?"



"As a matter of fact, | did. Briefly, it needn't concern
you. "

"Nothing in this affair—=

"You' re avoiding the subject, Edward. Wat's so speci al
about Bram ngham and t he G anl ei ghs?"

Lord Shoreham si ghed again "Stephen G anleigh is in-

volved with the Mnistry in a nunber of ways. O necessity,
he's familiar with the history of the Saltash Bow . Has de-
ci ded opi nions on the subject, too."

"I see And St. dair?"

"Was elected to the College in your place.”

"He nust have been delighted." Miirelon's voice was ut-
terly devoid of expression. "I nust renmenber to congratul ate
himif | see him"

"Richard! Don't take foolish risks."

"Fool i sh? Never."

"I ought to take the bowl, after all, and |l et sonmeone el se
recover the platter.”

"You can have it if you like, but it won't keep nme out of
Essex. "

"I was afraid of that. Richard, if the Runners catch you with
the Saltash Bow —

"The Runners have criminals enough to deal with in
London. What woul d one of them be doing in Essex?"

"Quite possibly | ooking for you," Lord Shorehamreplied
dryly. "I told you soneone's been tal king too nmuch."

"I"ll take the chance."

"Very well. | hope your luck holds, Richard. And don't
hesitate to call on nme if something happens.™

"You may be sure of it."

The wagon door opened, and Lord Shoreham s footsteps

sounded on the steps. Kim heard Mairel on nmovi ng about the
wagon, then a soft thunp as the lid of the chest closed. She
hel d her breath, waiting for himto | eave and wonderi ng how
she was going to sneak out unseen. But Miirelon did not

| eave. Kimwas just beginning to wonder whether she woul d
have to stay where she was all night when Mirel on spoke.

"I think you had better cone out now, Kim and explain
why you' ve been eavesdroppi ng on ny conversation."

SEVEN



Ki m swal | oned hard and pushed the curtain aside. Mirelon was
standing in the center of the wagon, watching her. H s face
was expressionless. Kimswall owed again and sai d not hi ng.
"You do have sone explanation, | trust?" Mirelon said.

"I was just—t was an accident,"” Kimsaid | anmely.

"I see. You just happened to hide behind the curtain at
exactly the time Lord Shoreham was planning to arrive,”
Mairel on said with a cool politeness that was worse than sar-
casm and far worse than open anger

"Yes!" Kimsaid hotly. "You and Hunch didn't have no

use for nme outside, so | cane in here to | ook at that stage
you got in back. Wich you got to get back of the curtain
to do."

"The tim ng was renmarkably convenient."

"You never said when that Shoreham cove was conmin','
Kimsaid angrily "So how woul d I of known when to hide?
You ain't told ne nothin', neither one of you."

"Why didn't you cone out?"

"Wth the two of you talkin' about nme? And after that,”
Kimsquirmed. "It wouldn't of |ooked right."

"Wul dn't have," Mirelon said, sounding as if his mnd were
on sonething else. "No, | suppose not."

"How did you know | was there?" Kimventured. She

had been half afraid Mairel on would throw her out at once,
but it seened she had been wrong. He woul dn't be correct-
ing the way she spoke if he'd made up his mnd to get rid
of her.

"The end of the curtain was hanging oddly, | noticed it

when | was show ng Shorehamthe bow . Then | remenbered

seei ng you conme around this way and that you hadn't cone
back. Sinple, really."

"So why didn't you say sonething right then?"
Mai rel on | ooked unconfortable. "I had ny reasons.”

"You didn't want the gentry cove to know | was there!" Kim
said triunphantly.

"Shoreham has a nasty tenper at tines. Besides, | prefer to
deal with you nyself."

"So what are you going to do?"

"l don't know. " Mairelon studied her. Kimstared back
trying to gauge his tenper. He | ooked tired, and Ki mwas
suddenly sorry she had added to his worries, however inad-
vertently. She pushed the thought aside; she had worries of
her own.

"I suppose | shall have to bring you along,"” Miirelon said at
| ast.



'"To Ranton H I ?"

"That far at least. Afterward—well, we'll see how things
go."

"What if | ain't wishful to go?"

Mairel on's eyes narrowed "I beg your pardon?”

"I said, what if I ain't wishful to go with you?" Kimre-
peat ed. She chose her next words carefully, aware that she
m ght be jeopardizing whatever fragile trust in her Miirelon
still retained. "You told me you weren't doing nothin' the
nabbi ng culls'd be I ookin' out for. But it didn't sound that
way when you were talkin' to the gentry cove."

"No, | suppose it didn't," Mairelon said, and some of the
tension went out of his shoulders. He | ooked at Kimand
shook his head "I wi sh | knew whet her you— He stopped
short and snapped his fingers. "OF course!"

Kimstared in surprise as Mairel on turned and pul |l ed open
t he wagon door. "Hunch! Do you have any rosenmary in that
cache of herbs you cart around all the tinme?"

Hunch's response was muffled, but a monent later Kim

heard Mairelon say, "Thank you. Kimw Il be with nme; don't
di sturb us for an hour or so. I'mgoing to need to concen-
trate.”

"Master Richard!" Hunch's tone was horrified "You ain't
goi ng to...You woul dn't never..

"There are days, Hunch, when you rem nd ne forcibly of

nmy excessively estimable brother,” Miirelon said in a tone of
mldirritation. "Is it her virtue or mne that you're

wor ryi ng about ?"

"You ain't a-going to gammon ne,"
"What are you up to?"

Hunch said severely.

"I"mgoing to take that suggestion you made just before
Shoreham arrived, if you nmust know. | trust you don't expect
me to do so outside the wagon, in full view of the road?"

Hunch snorted but did not answer A nonment |ater, Mir-

el on pulled his head and shoul ders back into the wagon and
cl osed the door His right hand held a small packet, presum
ably the herbs he had gotten from Hunch. Kimeyed him
warily. "Wat're you goin' to do?"

"Reassure nyself," Mairelon said absently. He set the
packet down on the counter, then crossed to the chest and
opened it. He nmuttered a word and nade a qui ck gesture
with his left hand, hidden fromKi mby his body. Then he
wi t hdrew the vel vet-swat hed bundl e that had been Kinls
downfall. He set it carefully on the counter and gently

f ol ded

back the vel vet.

Kims eyes went wide as she stared at the heavy silver bow



nested in the ripples of black velvet. It was shall ow and
cir-

cular, like the soup bowls the gentry used, but nore than
twice as large. The rimwas at |east two i nches wi de and
carved into intricate | eaves, flowers, and vines. It shone
softly in the lanplight.

Kim | ooked at Mairelon. "Is that the silver bow you and
the gentry cove were on abouts?"

"The Saltash Bowl ? Yes." The nmgi ci an opened a cupboard

and renoved several small jars. He nmeasured carefully as he
added portions of their contents to the bow, then m xed
themw th a | ong wooden rod. Kimnoticed that he was care-
ful not to touch any part of the silver with his hands as he
wor ked.

She started to ask another question, but thought better

of interrupting him She waited until he finished the m xing
and | aid aside the wooden rod. As he reached for Hunch's
packet, she said, "You ain't explained nothin' about what
you're doin'.'

Mai rel on paused in m d-reach and | ooked at her. "No,

haven't, have |1 ?" He hesitated, studying her, then sighed. "I
suppose you have a right to know what to expect. Very well,
then. One of the uses of the Saltash Bowl is to conpel people
to speak truthfully."

"And you're goin' to use it on ne?" Kimasked cautiously. It
was not a wel come thought. There were any nunber of

t hi ngs she woul d rather not be forced to discuss truthfully;
the uses to which she had put her expertise in |ock picking,
for instance. On the other hand, this was an opportunity to
observe real magic at close hand, and she wasn't about to
pass

it up without a reason .Assum ng, of course, that she had a
choi ce.

"Not exactly. The nagic of the Saltash Bow can be used
only under very specific circunstances. Mre inmportant, it
can be used only when the entire set is together."

"That platter the gentry cove was tal kin' about?"

"Anmong other things | cannot, therefore, use the bow to

force you to be truthful. However, | believe | can cast a
sim
ilar spell, using the bowl as a focus, which will let nme know

whet her or not you are telling the truth.”

"So if | don't say nothin', you can't tell what's true?" Kim
said Mairelon's lips tightened, and she added hastily, "I'm
just tryin' to understand. You ain't got no business know n
everyt hi ng about me "

"A reasonabl e objection,"” Miirelon said after a nonent.
"Very well. The spell is just an indicator. If you don't say
anything, it won't have anything to work with, so it won't
tell me anything."



Ki m nodded She understood the unspoken inplication

wel | enough. Mairelon would be able to tell a good deal by
whi ch questions she chose not to answer. "All right, then,"
she said. "I'mready. What do | have to do?"

"Just stand there, for the tine being." Mirelon turned back
to the silver bow. He smoothed a winkle fromthe velvet on
which it rested and laid a twist of straw beside it, not
touching the silver. Then he opened Hunch's packet and
sniffed at it. He nodded in satisfaction, but to Kinms
surprise, he did not dunp it into the bow with the rest of
the herbs. Instead, he set it down and reached for the I anp

t hat hung beside the door He adjusted the wi ck, then did
something to the hook that held it. Wen he pulled onit, the
| anp came away fromthe wall on a long, flexible arm

Mai rel on positioned the lanp to hang a hand's breadth
above the center of the silver bowl. Then he | ooked at
Kim "If you have any other questions, ask them now From
here on, any interruption could have...unpl easant con-
sequences. "

"I understand." Every street waif in London had heard

whi spers of the fate that came to anyone foolish enough to
interrupt a true wizard in the practice of his magic. Burning
alive would be nothing to it. Kimm ght have her doubts

about some of the things she'd heard, but she wasn't about to
test them now.

Mai rel on gave her a searching | ook, then nodded. He

turned back to face the bowl and took a deep breath. The

| anp above the bow threw the magician's shadow agai nst the
opposite wall, large and dark, and made a nmask of his face.
Ki m shivered, then froze as Miirelon began to speak

The | anguage was unfamliar to Kim but every word

seened to hang in the air, clear and sharp as broken crystal
She coul d al nost feel their edges, and she was afraid to nove
and jostle their invisible presence. She understood, now,
where the saying had come from "deadly as a w zard's

words." She wondered how there could be roomin the wagon

for the solid sounds Mairelon was speaking.

The magi ci an' s hands noved suddenly, sliding with ex-
quisite precision into a gap in the growing lattice of

i nvi sible, razor-edged words. One hand sei zed t he packet of
her bs Hunch had provided, the other lifted the tw sted straw
on the opposite side of the bow. The straw touched the
lanp's wick and burst into flame. Mairelon's voice rose to a
shout, and herbs and burning straw dropped together into the
sil ver

bow .

Snoke billowed out of the bowl, spreading a strong, sweet
snel | throughout the wagon. The lanp went out with the
suddenness of a snuffed candle, and the silver bow began to
glow. Mairelon lowered his arns with a sigh and | ooked at
Kim"What is your nane?" he said.



Kim hesitated. "Jenny Stower," she said deliberately.
The gl ow of the silver bow dimmed to an angry red point.
"Your name?" Miirelon repeated. "And the truth, this tine."

nKimn

The bow flashed into silver light once nore. Kimstared at
it, awed and frightened. "Were did you first hear of me, and
from whon®?" Mairel on asked.

"At the Dog and Bull, the day afore |I snuck into this
wagon. A skinny toff offered to pay me if 1'd find out what
you had in here." The bow remained silver, and Kimrel axed
alittle.

"What, exactly, did he tell you?"

Kimrepeated the story she had told Mairelon at their first
Meeting. The bow gl owed a steady silver throughout the
tal e Mairel on nodded when she finished, and nade her re-
peat her reasons for eavesdropping on his conversation wth
Shoreham Kimdid the best she could, but the bow's |ight
faded slightly.

Mai rel on frowned "And were those your only reasons?"
Kimshifted unconfortably. "Mstly."

"You'll have to do better than that,"
i ng her closely.

Mai rel on said, watch-

"Al'l right! | was curious."

The silver light brightened. Mairelon's lips twitched. "Curi-
ous?"

"Why not?" Kimsaid indighantly "Anyone as neets you

can see you're a regular swell, and it queers nme what your

| ay

is. Bilking the culls in the markets ain't work for a gentry
cove, and you ain't told me nothin'. | got reason for won-
derin'."

Mai rel on | aughed. "I shoul d have guessed. Well, I'Il explain

as soon as we're finished here. You've enough of the pieces
to

get us all into difficulty by accident if you aren't told the
rest."”

He asked Kima few nore of fhand questions, but his suspi-
cions seened to be laid to rest. "That's all, | think," he
said at last. He turned to the bow and raised a hand, then
paused and | ooked at Kim "Wy did you decide to | eave London
with us? Curiosity again?"

Kimswal |l owed. "Yes," she said, and the bowl flickered.

Mai rel on | ooked fromher face to the bow and | owered his
Hand. "There is nore, | think."



"It ain't nothin® to do with you!"

The light held steady, and Mairel on nodded. "Perhaps it is
not, now However, we will be returning to London event u-
ally, and | don't like the possibility of a nasty surprise
waiting for ne."

"He ain't waitin' for you," Kimnuttered.

"Neverthel ess, | should like to know who 'he' is, and why
you considered it so inportant to renmpove yourself fromhis
vicinity. Particularly if the reason is sonmething that is

likely to interest the constables."

"It ain't the nabbing culls I"'mworried on," Kimsaid, scow -

ing. "lIt's Laverham" She sighed. "I suppose now | got to
tel

you. "

"Have to. | would appreciate it. Who is Laverhan?"

Kimtook a deep breath and began trying to explain her
antipathy to Dan Laverham Mairel on waved her to silence
after a few sentences.

"I"ll take your word for it that the man is unpl easant," the
magi ci an said. "But what set you off?"

"He was at Toml s shop, where | took those flash togs you
asked me to get rid of. He asked a | ot of questions, and one
of his nen tried to follow nme when | left."

Mai rel on frowned. "He had you fol |l owed? How far?"

"Half a block in the wong direction, | tipped himthe dou-
ble right off."

"And you're sure it was you he was interested in?"

Ki m shrugged "What el se? Laverham s been aching to get
his ranmbles on nme since before old Mother Tibb stuck her
spoon in the wall."

"Who is Mother Tibb?" Mirel on asked.

"She raised ne and sone others,” Kimsaid shortly "She's
dead." She didn't want to tal k about Mdther Tibb. Even after
two years, talking brought back nmenories of the skinny old
woman's terrified how s as the constables haul ed her off to
prison, and of the hangman's steady tread and the sickening
thud as the trapdoors dropped away beneath the feet of his
line of victins. Kimpreferred to renmenber the dubious safety
and fleeting canaraderie of the earlier years, when she

t hought of Mother Tibb at all

"I"'msorry," Miirelon said gently. He paused. "About Lav-
erham— He nade her describe her brief encounter in as

much detail as she could renmenber. At |ast he paused and
said, "All right, 1'Il agree that he seens to have been after



you. But if anything else like that happens, or if you mm
into

Laver ham or any of his men again, tell ne."

Ki m nodded Mairelon turned to the still-glow ng silver

bow and noved both hands in a swift, conplicated gesture
above it. The light gathered around the rimof the bow, as
t hough sonet hing were sucking it upward. Then, with a faint
poppi ng noise, the lanp flared into |life and the gl ow of the
bow vani shed.

Mairelon smiled in satisfaction and began setting the
wagon to rights. The extended | anp hook fol ded neatly and
i nvisibly back into the wall beside the door, the ashes of
t he

herbs were thrown outside, and the Saltash Bow was w ped
and w apped in velvet once nore. Kimwatched for a few
mnutes in silence before rem nding Mairel on that he had
prom sed to explain to her what was really going on

"So | did. The story really starts about fifteen years ago,
when old Lord Saltash died. He left a rather |arge bequest to
t he Royal College of Wzards. You' ve heard of the Royal Col -
lege, | trust?"

"As nmuch as anybody "

"Mmm Well, Saltash fancied hinself a magician, and

he'd collected a trenendous nunber of odds and ends of

thi ngs that he thought ought to be properly investigated. He
dunped the lot on the College. Mst of themturned out to

be quite worthless, but—=

"That's why you called it the Saltash Bow!" Kimsaid "It
was part of the rumcull's collection!"

"Yes, though | wouldn't call Saltash a rumcull. The bow is
only part of the grouping; there's a silver platter that
matches it, and four carved balls of different sizes.

Toget her, they're the key to a very interesting spell."

"Making people tell the truth,” Kim said, nodding.

"I don't think you realize what that neans,"” Mirelon said
testily. "It's easy enough to bind someone not to do things,
but a spell to force a person to speak, and to speak only the
truth, without interfering with the ability to answer intel-
ligently—well, it's remarkable. Most control spells are

obvi ous; they make the people they're used on act |ike sleep-
wal kers. But the Saltash group—

"All right!" Kimsaid hastily. "It's bang-up. Wat next?"

"The Royal College spent a good deal of tine, here and
there, trying to duplicate the spell on the grouping. No one
ever succeeded, and the Saltash group becane a curiosity.
And then, four years ago, it was stolen."

Mai rel on paused "It was stolen," he repeated, "in such a
way that it appeared that | was the thief."



"You were in the Royal College?" Ki masked.

Mai rel on blinked, as if he had expected some other re-
Sponse. Then he smiled slightly. "Yes, |I was. Under another
nane, you understand."

"Richard Merrill?"

"You are a shrewd one. Yes, that is ny nane."

"But you ain't the sharper who nicked the bow ."

"No. If | hadn't been lucky enough to run into Edward,

t hough, 1'd have no way of proving it. The evi dence was
overwhel m ng Even ny brother Andrew believed it."

Kim snorted. "He's a noodle, then."

Mairelon's face lost its set |ook, and he | aughed. "A sur-
prisingly apt description, I'mafraid."

"So why didn't this Edward cove tell anybody that you ain't
the one who lifted themthings?"

"Those things, Kim not themthings. At the time, it
was...conveni ent to have an excuse for |eaving the country
qui ckly."

"How do you nean?" Ki m asked suspici ously.

"I was spying on the French," Miirelon said baldly.

n O,]. "

"And there was ny pride, too. Hubris, the failing of the
gods. | wanted to recover the stolen itens myself, you see. |
thought 1'd find out who was behind the theft. Soneone at

the Coll ege was involved, I'mcertain. | asked Edward to | et
me try."

"And that's how you got hold of that bow ?"

"It took me a year to track it down after the war ended. It
was in alittle town in Gernmany, property of the |ocal Baron
He'd picked it up as a souvenir of England, and he was in-
credi bly stubborn about selling it."

Ki m t hought back to the conversation she'd inadvertently
overheard "So now you're going to Ranton Hill to find the
platter part. Wat about the rest of it?"

"I can use each piece to help find the others, and it gets
easier the nore pieces | have. Wth the bow and the platter
together, it won't be hard to |locate the four spheres.”

"What about— Kims question was interrupted by a pre-
enptory knock at the door. Mairelon lifted an eyebrow in
anmusenent and went to open it.



Hunch stood outside, his expression clearly disapproving.

"You' ve 'ad your hour, Master Richard," he said. "And 1'd
li ke

to know where '!s Lordship's sending us off to this tine."

"Essex," Mairelon said, and grinned. "Ranton Hill, to be
precise. Did you have any ot her questions, KinP Then, if
you'll excuse us, we had better go and figure out what route
will get us there with a mnimum of delay. W can talk nore
in the norning."

El GHT

For the next five days, it rained. Torrential downpours
alternated with m sty drizzle or bone-chilling showers that
made even the best roads treacherous going. The

sel dom frequented | anes used by Mairel on's wagon becane a
sticky quagmre which plastered the horses and mred the
wagon wheels. Despite Mairelon's best efforts, their progress
slowed to a craw .

None of themrode, the wagon al one was nearly too heavy

for the horses to tow along the roads. Hunch and Mairel on
took turns | eading the horses, sliding and stunbling through
cold, oozy nmud that sucked at their feet and wei ghted down
their boots in inch-thick |ayers. Even Ki m sank ankl e-deep
unl ess she kept to the verge and slid on the slippery wet
nmat s

of last years grass instead.

By the time they stopped to canp each night, they were al
exhausted, but Miirelon insisted that Kimcontinue her

| essons no matter how tired she was. It was easier to agree
than argue, so Kimapplied herself as best she could to arts
such as reading and | egerdemai n whi ch could not be conve-
niently practiced while marching through the rain. During
the day, Mairelon continued her instruction in what Kimpri-
vately called "flash talk-". When her voice grew hoarse, he
et her stop and listen while he recited poetry or plays, or
rendered the sanme speech over and over in a variety of styles
and accents.

They slept in the wagon, though Hunch muttered hatefully

and chewed his nustache over the arrangenent. Ki mwas not
really sure whether he was fretting over Mairelon's norals or
t he spoons; by the end of the second day, she no | onger
cared. Sleeping in a place that was even approximately dry
was far nore inportant than Hunch's di sapproval. Mirel on
appeared as unaware of Hunch's glares as he seened uncon-
scious of any inpropriety, though Kimdid not for a mnute
believe that he was as oblivious as he | ooked.

On the sixth nmorning, Kimfollowed Hunch out of the

wagon to find a steady, soaking rain falling from an endl ess
sheet of clouds the color of lead. Wth a snort of disgust,
she pulled the collar of her cloak tighter around her neck in
a hopeless effort to keep the water out. The cl oak was Mair-
elon's, and nuch worn, and she had had to tie it up with a

I ength of rope at her waist to keep it fromdragging in the



mud. It made a bul ky, awkward garment and she was positive
that she would slip and end up covered in nud before the
norni ng was over.

"Cheer up," Mirelon said as he passed her, heading for the
horses. "It will stop before noon."

"Hah," Kimsaid. She took an injudicious |ook at the sky,

which was still uniformy |eaden, and water dripped down her
neck. "OM" she said, and glared after Mairelon. "If you're
SO

knowin', why ain't you put a stop to it afore now?"

"Haven't," Mairelon said absently. "Why haven't | put a stop
toit before now "

"Al'l right, why haven't you?" Kimsaid crossly.

"Because weather magic is tricky, tinme-consum ng, costly,
and extrenely noticeable,” Mairelon replied with comrend-
able patience. "I can't afford the tinme or the energy, and
certainly can't afford to be noticed. Not until we've gotten
our hands on the Saltash Platter, at |east."

He continued on and Kim scow ed after him "What's the
good of traveling with a wizard if you have to get wet in the
rain |ike other people?" she muttered.

Low as her voice was, Hunch heard her. "You'd ought to
be glad you wasn't left in London!"

"Why?" Kim demanded. "At least there |I could keep
dry. And | wouldn't have to worry about no nabbing culls,
either."”

"Any." Miirelon's voice cane floating over the heads of

the horses, "if the two of you have finished exchangi ng

pl eas-

antries, it's time we left. Rear doors, please; Hunch, take
the right side, the wheel's sunk a little deeper there, |

t hi nk."

Ki m and Hunch took up positions on either side of the
wagon. "Ready? Now," Mairelon called, and they pushed
whil e he urged the horses forward. After a brief struggle,
t he

wagon rolled forward and they were on the nove again.

To Kim s disgust, the rain soon dwindled to a light drizzle.
By noon it had stopped entirely, and Mairel on was wearing a
snmug expression. Kimwas nore than a little inclined to snarl
at him but in the past few days she had | earned that
sharl i ng

at Mairelon did little good. He sinply smled and corrected
her grammar.

They stopped early that evening, for travel was still nuddy
and exhausting. Then, too, they were |ess than an hour's
travel fromRanton Hll, even with the nud, and Mirelon

had not yet deci ded whether he wanted the wagon to be



much in evidence when they arrived. Wth that in mnd, he
had chosen a canpsite where a srmall wood cane down to

neet one side of the road, so that the wagon could be drawn
in anong the trees.

Hunch built a large fire while Mairel on and Ki m haul ed

pots and buckets of water froman irrigation ditch on the

ot her side of the road. Wen they arrived back at the canp,
they found that Hunch had al ready hung the danpest of the

cl oaks and beddi ng around the fire, blocking nost of the
heat. Hunch accepted the buckets with his nost dour expres-
sion, and Kimand Miirelon retreated at once to the far side
of the wagon

"What's got into hinP" Kimasked, settling herself onto the
footboard at the front of the wagon.

"Hunch is nerely expressing his desire to continue his own
activities without distraction fromthe two of us,"” Miirelon
expl ai ned, |eaning against the wall next to Kim

"Does that mean he's goin' to start dinner soon?" Kim asked
hopeful | y.

"Not soon, |I'mafraid First he'll want to get as many things
cl eaned and thoroughly dried as he can. Resign yourself to
scorched bedcl ot hes tonight."

Kim made a scornful noise. "Hunch ain't got no sense.

D nner's nore inportant than bl ankets."

"Don't try to convince himof that," Miirelon said, smling.
"You won't succeed, and there's nothing to be gained from
trying. Though perhaps | shouldn't be the one to nmake that
argunent, it's ny dignity Hunch is trying to defend, you
know. "

"Ho! Hunch, worryin' over your dignity? After he's been
naggi n' at you for two days for wearin' that cloak instead of
the one with the patches?"

"Yes, well, Hunch gets these notions fromtinme to tine.
Have you practiced that handkerchief tuck you were having
trouble w th?"

"l ah—-haven't had tine," Kimsaid. "I can't do it at all on
t he nove, and we only just got here."

"Then practice it now, before the |light goes,” Mirelon

sai d, handi ng her a handkerchi ef.

Kimrolled her eyes and spread the handkerchi ef out on her

| ap. She flexed her cold fingers several tines, trying to
timber themup a little, then began carefully folding and
rolling the linen square as Muirel on had taught her. She was
only half finished when Mairelon's head turned and she heard
hi m nurmur, "now, | wonder who that is?"

Ki m | ooked up. Through the screen of trees she saw a
coach-and-four naking its slow, soggy way up the lane, the



heads of two postillions were clearly visible above the
coach's roof. Kim blinked in surprise Wiat was a bang-up
turnout like that doing on a quiet farmlane? And where was
it headi ng?

"Exactly what | would like to know," Mairelon said, and
Kimrealized that she had spoken al oud. Kimglanced at him
and saw that he was frowning slightly. "And we're not going
to find out sitting here."

Wthout waiting for Kimto respond, Mirelon pushed

hi nsel f away fromthe wagon, pulled his shapel ess, still-danp
hat farther down on his head, and started briskly off into

t he

trees in the same direction that the coach was traveling. Kim
bl i nked, then dropped the handkerchi ef and scranbled after
hi m

The coach passed thema few minutes |ater. Screened by

the small trees and untrimred scrub al ong the edge of the
woods, Mairelon and Kimstudied it. Kimcould hear |oud
femal e | aughter fromthe carri age wi ndows, but the curtains
were drawn and she could not see who was inside. The driver
and postillions were wapped in driving cl oaks agai nst the
danp, and their faces were inpassive.

"Blast!" Mirelon said softly as the carnage |urched on by.
"Can you keep up with it, KinP"

"I don't know about that coach, but | can keep up with you
ri ght enough," Kimanswered. "But shouldn't we go back and
tell Hunch where we're goin'?"
"If we do that, we'll lose it,"
a

| ow hangi ng branch. "You're right, though, Hunch shoul d
know. Why don't you.."

Mai rel on sai d, ducking under

"I ain't goin' back now," Kiminterrupted in as firma tone
as

she coul d manage while trying to follow Mairelon's erratic
path among the trees.

"Al'l right," Mairelon said to her surprise. "But when Hunch
finds out—+ook, they're turning off!"

The coach was indeed easing its way off of the |ane and

into the woods. From where Kim stood, it |ooked al nost as if
the coach were trying to force its way through the trees, but
when she and Mairel on reached the spot a nonent |ater

t hey found another |ane |eading into the woods.

"That driver is good," Mirelon conmented, eyeing the
trail. "This is hardly nore than a deer path."

"You goin' to stand there jawi ng or get on after that coach?"
Ki m asked pointedly "it's gettin' dark."

"So it is," Mairelon said. "Come along."



The trail wound through the trees alnost as erratically as
Mai rel on had, and the curves hid the coach fromsight. For-
tunately the inprint of the wheels in the soft ground was
easy

to follow, and they nade better tinme now that they did not
have to worry about being seen. Even so, wal ki ng becane
nmore difficult as the |light faded. Kimwas about to suggest
that they turn back before they lost their way conpletely
when Mairel on stopped.

"Look there!" he said in a | ow voi ce, pointing.

Kim who had been concentrating on follow ng the coach
tracks through the deepening gl oom | ooked up. Light
danced among the trees "Sone cull's lit a fire on the hill
| ooks Iike."

"It does indeed," Mairelon said. "And I'Il lay you odds
that's

where our coach is headed."

"Doesn't look like it to me," Kimsaid, though w thout a
great deal of conviction. The trail they followed did not, at
t he nonent, appear to head in the direction of the bonfire,
but that did not nmean it would not shift its bearing on the
far side of the next bend.

"Let's find out, shall we?" Miirelon said with his npst
charm ng snile, and, turning, he headed for the bonfire.

After a nonment's hesitation, Kimfollowed. Sticking with
Mairel on was certainly safer than trying to continue after

t he

coach alone and in the dark, and she was deci dedly unin-
terested in going back to the canp and explaining all this to
Hunch wi thout Mairelon's support. Besides, she was at | east
as curious about the bonfire as she was about the coach and
Mairelon's interest init.

"The fire was farther away than it |ooked, it took ten mn-
utes of brisk walking to reach the foot of the short, steep
hill with the fire on top. Kimwas a little surprised at the
way the hill poked up out of the flat ground, but she
supposed that things were different in the country than in
London. The hill was bare of trees except for a single |large
trunk at the top, clearly visible in the firelight, and the
grassy sl ope had been recently scythed.

Several young nmen stood around the fire in the positions of
peopl e waiting for sonething and rather bored with doing so.
One was staring down the far side of the hill, three others
squatted over a ganme of dice, while two nmore watched and
contributed unrequested advi ce, another drank surreptitiously
froma pocket flask. Their voices carried clearly to the edge
of the forest.

"Meredith's late again,” the man with the flask conmmrent ed.

"So's Robert," one of the others said. "Maybe they've got
better things to do on a cold, danmp night like this."



"What, in the country said the nan next to him

"No main," said one of the dicers. "Throw again."

"It's Robert's turn to bring the girls,’

up.
"He' || probably cone along with them"

a fifth man spoke

"I told you he had sonething better to do!"

"Eight for a main," announced the second of the ganblers.
"Shoot again."

"Robert's coach is just turning in at the |odge," said the
man who was watching the far side of the hill. "He'll be here
inamnute or two. | hope he has sense enough to | eave the
rest of his party there. W don't need any bits of nuslin

gi ggling over the cerenony."

"Good, that's everyone but Meredith," said the man with
the flask. "W can start without him™"

"Not tonight," the watcher said w thout turning.

"Burn it, Jon, are you going to nmake us stand here al
night?" the man with the flask expostul ated. "Meredith may
not even cone! He's missed neetings before.”

“Two guineas on the fader's point," said one of the dicers
cool ly.

"I'f you don't like it, Austen, finish your flask and go," the
wat cher said. "But remenmber that you swore an oath..!

"I didn't knowit was going to nean standing out in a cold
wind in the mddle of the night, scorching ny boots at a
great stupid fire while you prose on at ne!l" Austen said in
tones of deep indignation

"I'f your boots are scorching, you' ve only yourself to

bl ame, " said a cheerful voice, and a new figure clinbed over
the far edge of the hill and into the firelight. H s arns
wer e

full of something that strongly resenbled a very |arge bundle
of laundry. "You don't see anyone el se standi ng cl ose enough
to the fire for ashes to fall on his coat, do you?"

"Ashes!" Austen | eaped backward, brushing at his cloak. He
peered closely at his garments, then gave the newconer a
reproachful look. "Burn it, Robert, if that's your idea of a
j oke..!

"Don't get in a stew about it," Robert advised him "Here,
t ake your robe before |I drop the lot of themin the nud."

This thinly veiled warning caught the attention of the rest
of the group, and for the next few m nutes they crowded
around t he newcorer, |aughing and shovi ng and tuggi ng at

the bundle in his arns. Kimglanced at Mairelon, to see

whet her he had had his fill of watching this strange gather-



ing. By nowit was too dark to make out nuch of his expres-
sion, but he seenmed to be concentrating closely on the
hilltop

group.
"Who are those coves?" Ki m whispered

Mai rel on gl anced down as if he had just renmenbered her
presence. "A pack of inbeciles,” he answered. "And if |'m not
m st aken—ah, yes See for yourself."

Ki m | ooked back at the hilltop. About half of the nen
were pulling long, baggy, light-colored robes over their
heads. "They |l ook like Bedlanmtes to ne," Kimnuttered.
"Who.."

"Ssh!"™ Mairelon said as the man called Jon said sonething
to Robert that Kimdid not catch

"No, | didn't," Robert said, evidently answering Jon's ques-
tion. "The girls and the robes were al nost nmore than | could
manage as it was. | left it with Meredith after the | ast
neet -

ing."

"And Meredith's still not here." Jon's voice sounded grim

"If he doesn't come, you're for it, Robert."

"How much | onger are you planning to wait, Jon?" one of
t he white-robed men asked ."Have we got time for a few
nore throws?"

"Can't you think of anything but your dice?" Jon snarl ed.

The man gave a cheerful, unrepentant shrug. "Well, there's
the doxies at the | odge, but | have the feeling you woul dn't
like that much of a delay."

Sone of the others |aughed. Jon | ooked as if he were about
to expl ode, but before he could deliver whatever rebuke he
had in mind, Austen said, "There! Isn't that hinP"

Heads turned, and someone said, "That's Freddy, all right.
Nobody el se sits a horse that badly, you can spot himeven in
the dark."

"Hurry it up, Meredith!" Austen shout ed.

"Quiet, you fool ?" Jon said, rounding on him "Do you
want to be heard fromhere to the village? Do you want peo-
ple to come spying on our Sacred Rites?"

"Ch, really, Jon, don't get carried away," Robert said.
"There's a dozen light-skirts in the | odge who can see us
from

the windows if they want to bother."

"They are here by our permission,"” Jon said loftily.

Hs dignified effect was spoil ed by soneone at the back of



t he group, who snickered and said audibly, "I should hope
so!"

Jon glared around him but could not |ocate the speaker

He turned away, and a nonent |ater another figure cane
panting over the crest of the hill. Robert handed himthe

| ast of the robes, and he struggled into it hastily while the
others pointed out the difficulties his tardi ness had caused
t hem

"Didn't mean to be so late," said the newcomer in a nmuffled
voi ce from hal fway inside his robe. "I ...had to make a stop
on the way here."

"There will be time to hear your explanations |later, Mer-
edith,"” Jon said. "Now we nust begin. To your places, gen-
tlemen!”

The white-robed figures spread out in a circle around the
fire and drew the hoods of their robes up over their heads.
It

made them | ook suddenly eerie, alnost terrifying, and Kim
shivered slightly. One of the anonynous figures raised his
arnms above his head, and Jon's voice cried |loudly, "By the
Sacred Gak, and Ash, and Thorn! By the Three Wse Birds
and the Three CGenerous Kings! By the Ineffable Nanme Itself!
The rites of the Sons of the New Dawn are now begun!"

NI NE

The white-robed figures |owered their heads and began a
strange, droning chant. Ki mshuddered again as sonorous
phrases drifted down the hill, and she junped when Mirel on
touched her arm

"I"'mgoing to see if | can get a little closer,” Mirelon
said, looking at her quizzically. "You can wait here, if
you're feeling junpy."

"Wait here, with them frog-makers up there nunblin’
spel I s?" Ki m whi spered indignhantly. "Wat do you take ne
for?"

Mai rel on snorted. "Spells? Don't be ridiculous. That's the
nost preposterous rignmarole |'ve ever had the nmisfortune to
have to listen to. Don't let it worry you."

"Why not ?"

"Because they're mxing magi c at random fromthe sound

of it. Half of it's Welsh, half of it's Scottish, and half of
it's cribbed from soneone's cl assical education, with a few
things that are entirely out of someone's imagination thrown
in for good neasure- They'll never get anywhere if that's
the tack they're taking."

"That's too many hal ves,"” Kimsaid, frowning. "And what -
ever it is, it sounds pretty inpressive to nme." The words
didn't have the crystalline quality of Miirelon's nmagic, but
they had a portentous power of their own that was just as



stri ki ng.

"That's because you' ve never read Homer in the origina
Creek," Miirelon said. His attention had returned to the
hill-

top, where the white robes were now nmarching solemly

around the fire. Kimreached for his arm anticipating his
next nove, but she was an instant too late, Miirelon slipped
out of the trees and started up the hill, crouching lowto
avoid the firelight. Wth a sigh and a string of nental
curses, Kimfollowed.

To her relief, Mairelon did not try to sneak all the way up
to the edge of the hilltop. He stopped about hal fway up the
sl ope, near enough to hear every word clearly but still well
bel ow the | evel where a casual glance mght see a carel ess
sil houette. Kim stopped beside himand flattened herself
agai nst the ground. Mirelon | ooked at her, then, with
visible

reluctance, did the sane.

The cold and danp seemed to penetrate Kim s clothes al -

nost instantly. She ignored the disconfort as best she coul d,
knowi ng fromyears of Mdther Tibb's sonewhat irregul ar
training that an unnecessary nmovenent was likely to attract
unwant ed attention. Beside her, Miirelon lay just as no-
tionless, and Kimtried to distract herself by wondering
wher e

he had | earned the trick. Had sonmeone told himabout it

when he went off to spy on the French, or had he figured it
out for hinself the hard way?

The chanting stopped at last, and Kimheard Jen's voice
announce, "So is the beginning ended, and the Central Mys-
teries begun.”

A murmur of agreement rose fromthe assenbled figures. As

the nmuttering died, Jon went on in a much brisker tone,

' Tonight we are to dedicate the Sacred Dish, the first of the
Four Holy Things. Austen, you're the Bearer; George, you

and Quenbly-Stark can do the Escorts, and Robert can act

as—

"Uh, Jonathan, I'mafraid there's a bit of a problem" some-
one put in tentatively.

"You forgot to bring the dish, didn't you?" Jon snapped.
"Well, I"mnot putting off the cerenony again just because
you have a bad nmenory, Meredith. This time you can just
ride home and bring it back."

"That' |l take hours'" someone el se objected. "Especially
if he cane on that broken-down nag of his; the creature
can't nove above a trot even with a good rider in the
saddl e "

"As long as we can wait down at the |odge instead of
up here in the wind, who cares?" another of the nen re-
torted.



"No reason to wait at all," Meredith said. Cautiously Kim
rai sed her head As she had expected, all eyes were on the

bl and and rather foolish-1ooking Meredith. "I can't get the
thing, you see," Meredith explained. "So there's no point in
nmy goi ng back, and no reason to wait."

"Can't get it?" Jon's voice rose. He put back his hood
and glared at Meredith. "What do you nean, you can't
get it?"

"I just can't," Meredith answered with dogged stub-

bornness. "That's all, and there it is. No use going on at ne
about it, might as well finish up and go on down to the

| odge. "

"Explain this - this recalcitrance!" Jon comranded.

"Yes, Freddy, just why is it that you can't bring the dish
out
toni ght ?" Robert asked.

"I'f you must know, | haven't got it any nore," Meredith
said. "Now can we go down to the | odge and eat ?"

Jon goggled at him all but speechless with rage. "You
haven't got it?"

"CGot a problemw th your ears, Jon?" Meredith asked with
interest. "Mgrandfather's been having a bit of trouble that
way, but you expect it in a man his age."

"What have you done with the Sacred Di sh?" Jon grated.

"Lost it in a card gane," Meredith said. "Debt of honor
pay or play, you know. So it's gone."

"How dared you'" Jon shouted, waving his arms for enphasis.
"That dish was ours, the property of the entire O der!

How dare you even think to appropriate it for your own
Uses!"

"Actually it wasn't,"” Meredith said al nost apol ogetically.

"Wasn't what, Freddy?" Robert asked.

"Wasn't the property of the Order. Bought it nyself, never
been paid. Logically the thing was nine. Al quite in order."
Freddy Meredith nodded, as if to enphasize the I ogic and
propriety of his actions.

Jon turned a fascinating shade of purple and opened his
Mout h. "Freddy's got a point, Jon," Robert said hastily. "If
he didn't use the Order's funds to buy it with.."

"What funds?" Austen put in. “This Oder hasn't got any
funds, nobody's paid their subscription fee in over six
nmont hs. | ncl udi ng you, Jon."

"There, you see?" Freddy beaned.



"You idiot!" Jon said. "Do you know how long it took ne to
| ocate that platter? W nust get it back!"

"It's quite all right, Jonathan," Robert said. "W'IIl just
buy it back from whoever won it from Freddy. Who did win it,
by

the way? Not Lord North, | hope.™

"No, no, | don't play at his table,"” Freddy assured him
"Been around | ong enough to know a flat froma |leg, you
know. No, | was playing whist with Henry."

"What does Henry Bram ngham want with the silver dish
of the Sons of the New Dawn?" soneone asked

The grass beside Kim quivered as Mirelon tensed, but she
could not tell what had provoked the reaction from him
Surely it couldn't have taken himthis long to guess that the
"sacred dish" these culls were so nattered about was the
Sal t -

ash Platter he was | ooking for?

"Only stake | had left by the end of the night was the
platter,"” Meredith explained. "Henry cleaned me out Last
hand, that went, too."

"Who cares?" soneone else said. "It's obvious that we're not
going to dedicate the Sacred Dish tonight, so let's finish up
here and get inside where it's warm™

Thi s suggestion produced a round of enthusiastic cheers,
and the entire group threw off their robes and started down

the hill despite Jonathan's grunbles and the gl owering | ooks
he continued to throw at the oblivious Freddy Meredith.
None of them bothered to check the far slope of the hill, so

Mai rel on and Ki m escaped detection. Even so, Kimdid not
really relax until the last sounds of nerrinent were nmuffled
by the solid closing of a door.

Kimsat up at last, feeling cold and stiff, and realized that
Mairel on was stilt |lying prone against the side of the hill.

She crouched again hastily and hi ssed, "Sonethin" w ong?"

"What ?" said Mairelon in a norrmal tone. "No, nothing's
wrong, |I'mthinking, that's all."

"Thi nk about gettin' us back to canp,” Kimadvised. "O
Hunch'Il be conmin' after us with a rope, like as not."

"Ch, Hunch won't start worrying until well after dark,"
Mairel on said, still wthout moving.

Kim | ooked at himw th profound exasperation "It is well
after dark!” she pointed out.

"Then we'd better get back to canp quickly, hadn't

we?" Mairelon said. He pushed hinmself away fromthe hil
with his hands, tw sted sideways, and slid down the sl ope
feet-first. Kimscranbled after him nuttering curses. She



was begi nning to understand how Hunch had acquired the
habi t .

CGetting back to canp took nearly as |long as Kimhad ex-
Pected. Mairelon got lost twice, forcing themto retrace
their

steps in the dark. Kimdid not enjoy these detours. The

noi ses of insects and the occasional rustling novenment of
smal | ani mal s made her junp, where the calls of |anplighters
and the runbl e of the heavy drays woul d have been soot hi ng.
Stunbl i ng over an uneven clunp of grass and falling into a
bush was sonmehow di fferent, and nore unpl easant, than trip-
pi ng on a broken cobblestone and landing in a pile of litter.
Even the darkness had a different quality, a clarity and
depth

that bore no resenbl ance to the foggy bl ackness of the back
streets of London.

Hunch net themon the road. He was carrying a |l antern

and frowni ng heavily, and both ends of his mustache | ooked
distinctly danp and ragged. "Master Richard' " he said in evi-
dent relief when Mairelon cane cl ose enough to be identifia-
ble. "You ain't ‘urt!"

"What ? OF course not, "
| be?"

Mai rel on answered. "Wy shoul d

"' Cause you 'adn't got no reason for a-goin' off and not
tellin' me, if you ain't been urt," Hunch said, recovering
rapidly. "Leastwise, | don't see as you did."

"That's because you don't know where we've been," Mair-
elon said in his nost reasonable tone. "You really ought to
have a little nmore faith in me, Hunch."

Hunch snorted expressively. "Al right, where ave you
been?"

"Finding things out,” Mairelon said. "Anong them the rea-
son why our friend Shoreham has such a | ow opi nion of the
Sons of the New Dawn. As well as a hint to the current
owner of the Saltash Platter."

"And 'oo mght that be?"

"According to the ersatz druids whose undeni ably i mag-
i nati ve cerenony we observed this evening, Henry Bra-
m ngham Not the best of news."

""Enry," Hunch said, frowning. "I ain't sure—*

"Later, Hunch, if you please. Later, and preferably warner,
drier, and rmuch |l ess hungry. | hope no one has stolen our
di nner while you've been swanni ng about out here."

"You ad ought to be sent to bed w thout any," Hunch
grunbl ed, "and that dratted girl, too."

"Real |y, Hunch!" Mairelon said in a shocked tone before
Kimcould do nore than gasp in outrage. "And all this tine



I'd thought you were worried about the proprieties.”

Hunch's tangled efforts to refute this deliberate m sin-
terpretation lasted until they reached the wagon. Ki mwas
sure that this was exactly what Mirel on had intended, and
whil e she woul d nornmal |y have been annoyed at his high-
handed net hod of taking over her battle, this tine Kimwas
grateful. She was cold and tired, and her hands and face bore
scrat ches that stung when she thought about them She was

in no condition for an argunent wi th Hunch

D nner was waiting, and if the stew was thick enough to

cut with a knife and the potatoes in it were so well cooked
that they cane apart at the touch of a spoon, Kimdid not
mnd at all. Miirelon was either pickier or preoccupied; he
settled hinmself on the bottomstep of the wagon with a ful
di sh and a spoon, but ate so slowy that Ki mwas hal fway

t hrough her second bow before he finished a quarter of his
own.

When Ki m paused | ong enough to notice this curious be-

havi or, she gl anced at Hunch. He was frowni ng and nibbling
delicately on the left half of his mustache whenever he

| ooked

in Mairelon's direction. That was enough for Kim She noved
to a conveniently situated rock, rattled her spoon agai nst
t he

side of her dish, and when Mairel on gl anced up, said,
"What's got you so nattered, then?"

"Henry Brani ngham" Mirelon said. He took a spoonfu
of stew and | ooked down at his bowl with a frown of an-
noyance "It's gone cold."

"I'f you' d of eaten it right off, you wouldn't of no-
ticed," Kimsaid without synpathy. "Wo's this Bram ngham
cove?"

"Henry Brammghamis the son of Charles Bram ngham and
Harriet St. Clair Bram ngham" Mairel on answered. Hunch
made a strangl ed noi se, and Mairel on | ooked up. "Yes, ex-
actly."

"Exactly what?" Kim said, thoroughly exasperated.

"Exactly the problem™" Mirelon said. "Harriet, you see, is
the sister of Gegory St. Clair. And the Baron has, shall we
say, very little liking for your obedient."

"'"E's the one as called in the Runners,"”
"And gave 'em Master Richard' s nane."

Hunch sai d darkly.

"So we think," Mairelon said. "He's also something of a

wi zard, and well known for his interest in unusual nagical
objects. If young Henry turns the platter over to his uncle,
and | can think of no reason why he shouldn't, our chances of
recovering it are small."

"So?" Kimsaid The two nen | ooked at her, and she
shrugged. "I don't see what's the good in your havin' this



platter you're so set on. If the Robin Redbreasts catch you
with it, they'Il be sure you cracked the crib and took it. |
t hought that was what you didn't want happenin'."

"You're right, but unfortunately there's no other way of
finding out who really took the Saltash Set in the first

pl ace,"” Mairelon said. "If we can get all the pieces

t oget her. Shoreham and | can use one of the Ri bensian Arcana
to locate the person who stole them but it won't work unl ess
we have

everything."

Ki m shrugged again. "it's your neck. Which direction are
you goin' to stick it out in next?"

Mairel on grinned. "The inn at Ranton Hill, | think I can
pi ck up sone gossip and get some idea of how things stand at
t he Brammghans', how recently Lord St Clair has visited,
that sort of thing."

"Not tonight," Hunch said firmy "And this tine you ain't
a-going off alone, not if |I "ave to 'ide every pair of
breeches you 'ave."

Mai rel on | ooked startled, then thoughtful. "Yes, | think it
will do very well," he said after a nonent. "You can poke
about in the stables and kitchens, Kimcan sit in the public
room and I'lIl see what the news is in the private parlors.
Soneone' s bound to know sonething, and this way we don't
stand a ghost of a chance of missing it."

"Why're you so sure?" Kim asked

"The country inn is the heart of every village, or at |east
its ears and tongue," Mairelon explained. "Think of it as a
London public house, only nmore so."

"I'f you say so," Kimsaid dubiously. "Just what am| gom to
have to do?"

They spent the next hour or so discussing the exact neth-
ods each would use in their descent upon Ranton Hill's inn
what stones they would tell, and what clothes to wear to be
convi nci ng. Mairelon declared that he would pose as a fash-
i onabl e Town buck, victimof a carnage accident while driv-
ing down to a friend' s country house. Kimwould be his
Tiger, despite her protests that she knew not hi ng about
horses and woul d be unable to convince anyone that she was
what she pretended to be. Hunch was a groom who had been
traveling with the baggage coach, he would | ead the horses
fromthe wagon, clainng that they bel onged to the ostensi-
bly demolished phaeton. Mirelon's confidence overrode his
conpani ons' m sgivings, and by the tine the fire began to die
everyt hing was settl ed.

TEN
Stanton Hi Il consisted of three shopfronts, two houses, an

inn, and a stable The buil dings | ooked to Kimas if they had
huddl ed together for protection fromthe enpty farm and al



around them Not that the |and was, technically, enpty, but
some |l ow stone walls, a fewtrees, and a couple of sheep did
not go nearly far enough, in Kimis opinion, toward filling up
t he space.

In addition, the village was so quiet that as they ap-
proached along the rutted dirt road Kimbegan to wonder if it
was peopl ed by ghosts. The sound of the wi nd, the squeak of
the harness | eather, and the crunching of their feet and the
horses' hooves against the road were the only noi ses. She was
alittle reassured when a dog began to bark as they reached
the first house, sumoning a stable hand in a well-worn

snock fromthe rear of the inn

Mai rel on gave the man an of f hand nod and di sappeared

into the inn. Kimlooked after him shifting her weight from
foot to foot while the stable hand and Hunch eyed each ot her
nmeasuringly.

"What happened"?" the man said at |ast, making a gesture
that included the horse, Kim Hunch, and the vani shed Mir -
el on.

"'E tipped 'is phaeton over trying to feather a corner,"
Hunch said with fine contenp.t "Leastwi se, that's 'ow | make
It. 'E says a coach-and-four ran 'imoff the road."

The stable hand spat "Another one o' themwld uns. He
stayin' the night?"

"*Ow do I know' Hunch said. "Even if 'e'd told ne, 'e's just
as likely to change 'is nmind as not."

"That's the Quality for you," the stable hand said, and spat
again. "Well, bring your horses around back, no reason they
shoul d suffer for their masters stupidity.”

The man started wal ki ng as he spoke. Hunch tightened the
makeshift | eads attached to the horses' halters. The animals
bobbed their heads, slightly out of sequence, and began to
nmove. Kimshifted her weight again, wondering whether she
should follow or wait and wi shing Mairelon had told her a
little nore about the duties of a Tiger. She was just about
to

start after Hunch and the horses when Mairelon stuck his
head out of the door of the inn

"Kim There you are. No need to stand about, the |uggage
won't be along for a couple of hours at |east. Cone inside
and

wait where it's warm"

Ki m nodded, gl ad to have sone direction at |last. As she
started into the inn, she noted that the village was show ng
a

few signs of life at last, a large, round wonan had emerged
to

sweep the step in front of the nmercer's shop (and get a | ook
at the new arrivals), an open carriage was descending a
distant hill toward the town, and a second dog had joined the



barking of the first, pronpting a volley of curses from an
unseen person on the second floor of the inn. The last thing
Ki m saw before the door of the inn closed behind her was a
large jug hurtling out of the windowin the general direction
of the dogs. The crash was audi bl e even after the door

cl osed.

Mai rel on was standing just inside the door, in a short hall-
way at the foot of a steep flight of stairs Beside him the

i nnkeeper darted uncertain | ooks at the nud-splattered boots
and breeches of his newest guest, clearly trying to decide
whet her this was truly one of the Quality or only sone
junped-up Gt trying to pass hinmself off as gentry. Kimcould
al nost synpathize. Mairelon's cape was well cut but, to her
experienced eye, a little shabby and out of fashion, and the
mud nade it difficult to deternmine whether his boots were
simlarly well used. Had she been | ooking himover on the
London streets, she would have given hima casual gl ance and
gone on hunting for a better pigeon to pluck

"Cet yourself something to drink while you wait," Mirelon
said, seemingly oblivious to the innkeeper's worried frown.
He tossed Kima coin that glittered silver in the air, and

t he

i nnkeeper' s expression |ightened. Kimsuppressed a smle and
bobbed her head respectfully as Mairelon turned to the inn-
keeper. "Now, since we're agreed, |I'll just go up and cl ean
off alittle of this dirt."

"Very good, M de Mare," the innkeeper answered. "Your
lad can go on in there, ny wife will be glad to see to him
Now, if you'll just cone this way..

Mairel on followed himup the stairs w thout a backward

gl ance, leaving a trail of danp and dirty footprints. Kim
snorted softly. At |east she would be able to find his room
i f

she needed to. She | ooked down at the coin Mirelon had

tossed her. It was a new shilling, nore than enough for a
pi nt
of ale and perhaps a roll. She flipped it into the air,

caught it, and went into the public roomto listen to
what ever | ocal
gossi p there night be.

The roomwas nearly enpty. Two weat her-beaten nmen in
farmers' snocks glanced up fromtheir nugs as she entered,
and a small, brown-haired man in the corner junped ner-
vously and then rel axed. Kimtook a seat beside the door
where she could get a good | ook at everyone who mi ght

cone in and still watch the rest of the big, square room
Once she was seated, she discovered that her view of the
yard outside was limted to a slantwi se glinpse of a corner
but she dismssed that limtation with a mental shrug. Noth-
ing was perfect, and her job was to watch and listen to the
coves inside, not the goings-on outdoors.

A large, grey-haired woman who was presumably the inn-
keeper's wi fe appeared a few nonents later, carrying a tray
of



mugs. She replaced the farners' drinks w thout comrent,
then | ooked over at the nervous man in the corner. He shook
hi s head, then nodded and beckoned. "Make up your m nd

M Fenton," the worman said as she set a mug in front of

Hm "I haven't the tine to be mucki ng about back and forth
to the kitchen twelve times an hour, not for the |ikes of
you. "

"My noneys as good as anyone's," the small man said.
"And if you 'forget' to let me know when mny...associ ate
arrives, I'll see you regret it."

"Keep your hair on," the woman advi sed. "Nobody's cone
asking for you, not even M Frederick. And what he's think-
ing of, letting you off your work like this..

The small man flushed. "I have ny hal f-day free, the sane
as anyone."

"Only nmore often,” the woman shot back, and the two

farmers chuckled audibly. "I'm surprised he doesn't turn you
of f, but there, he's always been the sort to put up with nore
t han he ought."

"M. Meredith is kind enough to give ne an extra holiday
occasionally," the small man said, and Ki mthought he
sounded even nore nervous than before.

"Yes, because you ask him straight out! You're abusing M.
Frederick's trust, you are, and you ought to be ashaned."

"That's '"M. Meredith,' to you," the small man said with an
attenpt at a haughty sneer

"Ho! 'M Meredith,' to ne that's known himsince he was a
tad? Next thing you'll be telling me what to call ny husband!
Drink up and hold your peace, Mster Fenton, or we'll see,
that's all."

Wth this obscure threat, the worman pi cked up her tray

and sailed back toward the door. She stopped | ong enough to
give Kima nmug of warm dark ale and collect the shilling,
but Fenton did not take the opportunity to renew hostilities.
He seened content to gl ower over the top of his nug, alter-
nati ng between dark | ooks at the grey-haired woman and
equal |y dark but nore apprehensive glances mthe direction

of the wi ndow overl ooki ng the yard.

The innkeepers wife left, and the farmers continued to sit

i n conpani onabl e silence. For |ack of anything better to do,
Ki m studi ed Fenton while she sipped her ale and waited for
soneone el se to cone in and start another conversation for
her to listen to. He was brown-haired and thin-faced, and he
had an indefinable air about himthat nmarked himas London-
bred. Fromthe conversation she had overheard, Ki mguessed
that he was in service with M. Meredith. A footman, per-
haps, he was too well dressed to be a groomor stable hand,
and not well enough turned out for a butler or valet.

Kim had just reached this conclusion when the serving



room door flew open to reveal a dark-haired young man in
fashi onable riding clothes. He surveyed the roomw th an air
of brooding intensity, then strode to the corner table and
flung his gloves down in front of Fenton. "You sent ne a
nmessage, " the young man said.

Ki m choked and sl opped al e over the side of her nug. She
recogni zed the young nan's voice instantly, it was Jon, the
nost zeal ous of the druids she and Mairel on had observed the
previ ous eveni ng.

"I don't know that | would put it that way, M. Aberford,"
Fenton said, giving a significant glance in the direction of
the farmers. "Merely, there are sonme things | think you ought
to know. "

"I'f your intention is to sell me the information that your
mast er doesn't have the object he was conm ssioned to bring
me, your luck is out,” Jon said with gloomy relish. "I

al r eady

know. "

Fenton's shoul ders hunched together as if he were bracing
hinself for a blow. "How did you find out..!

"He told me hinself, last night. Blithering idiot! Wat pos-
sessed himto play whist with Henry Brani ngham of all peo-
pl e?"

"Ah, | believe there was a wager involved," Fenton said.
H s shoul ders rel axed, but he did not |ook at all happy.

"Well, he certainty didn't give Henry the Dish!" Jon
shapped.

"Of course not, M Aberford I, ah, thought you ought to
know, that's all. So if— Fenton broke off in m d-sentence,

| ooki ng out the wi ndow. He junped to his feet, his face a
pasty white color, and bolted for the door. Jon sat staring
after himin sinple astoni shnment, taken too much by surprise

to remenber any of his brooding airs.

Fenton reached the door just as it opened to admit an enor-
mous man in ill-fitting new clothes "'Ere, now Watch what
you're about'" the nman said in a deep, slow voice as Fenton
skidded to a stop in front of him

"Sorry!" Fenton gasped, then dodged under the big man's
arm and vani shed.

"'"E'sinabit of arush, ain't 'e?" the big nan commented to
the roomat |arge

Kimrose quietly as the newconer |unbered into the room

and slipped out the still-open door of the serving room
There was no sign of Fenton in the hall, so she took a quick
| ook out the front door to see if she could tell what had
driven himto make such a dramatic exit.

The yard was full of activity. A landau had pulled up in



front of the inn, its top open despite the cool weather. A
handsome and vaguely famliar young man sat with his back

to the coachman, facing himwere an extrenely el egant

worman in her early forties and a stunningly beautiful blonde
girl of perhaps seventeen. A second young nman, whom Ki m
recogni zed at once as the bland and sonewhat foolish Freddy
Meredith fromthe druids' neeting, had pulled a large, placid
bay horse to a halt at the edge of the innyard. He was
sitting

in the saddle as if stunned, gazing in admration at the

bl onde. Standing next to him (or rather, next to his horse)
was a shabby, sour-1looking man, and Ki mfound herself first

bl i nki ng, then squinting in surprise, and then sternly sup-
pressing a strong inmpulse to take to her heels as rapidly and
uncer emoni ously as Fenton had done.

Jack Stower! Wiat was Jack Stower doing in Ranton Hill?
Fortunately, his attention was fixed on the rider, and Kim
had

time to pull her head back into the inn. She shut the door
far

enough to hide her face and forced her frozen wits into no-
tion. Dan Laverham coul dn’'t have sent Jack after her, she
hadn't known hersel f where she was goi ng when she |eft
London. Jack was on sone other errand, then, and all she
had to do was keep out of his way so that word of her pres-
ence in Ranton H Il wouldn't get back to Laverham To do

t hat though, she needed to know what Jack was up to, so
that she could avoid him Hoping that no one woul d cone
into the hall to find her in so odd | ooking a position, Kim
opened the door a crack and peered out, listening with al
her

m ght .

"He's your man," Stower was insisting to Freddy Meredith.
Freddy did not appear to hear. "Bram nghaml " he called

wi th every appearance of delight. "Didn't expect to find you
here.”

The young man in the carriage twisted to | ook over his
shoul der. "Freddy? Good Lord! | mean, what are you doing
out at this hour?"

"Things," the other said with a vague wave. He clucked to
his horse, which ignored him A faint frown creased his fore-
head, and he made a tentative novenent with his heels. The
bay bent its neck to eye its owner, then anbled over to the
carriage, leaving Jack Stower standing with his fists

cl enched

and a bl ack expression on his face.

"Henry!" the el egant wonan said in a perenptory voice as
Freddy was performng this maneuver. "If you nust stop to
speak with your friend, at |east send sonmeone in to inquire
about Jasper. At this rate, we shall never get to Swafflton "
"Yes, of course, Lady Granleigh." Henry nodded to the

foot man, who junped fromhis perch at the rear of the |andau
and cane over. "See if M Marston is in, and have a note



sent up to tell himwe are here.”

"Be better to go inside," Freddy advised fromhis perch on
the horse. "Private parlor for the |ladies. Mich nicer than
sitting out in the weather."

Kim m ssed Henry's reply, for she had to nip sideways and
flatten herself against the wall to avoid the footman's en-
trance. He clunped past her wi thout noticing, glanced
around, then rang loudly for the innkeeper. Kimslipped back
to the door and saw that Jack Stower had vani shed. She

heard the innkeeper's footsteps at the rear of the hall and
made a qui ck decision. Better to have roomto nove than to
be nabbed by Stower or the footrman in the hallway. She slid
out the door like a greased eel

"Very well," the el egant woman was saying in a di sapprov-
ing tone. "But | will have the proprieties observed. Present
your friend to us, Henry."

"My pleasure, Lady Granleigh," Henry said in a harassed
tone. "Lady Granleigh, Mss Thornley, this is M. Frederick
Meredith. Freddy, Lady Granleigh, and her ward, M ss Mar-

i anne Thornley. They're down for one of Mther's house par-
ties."”

"A pleasure," Freddy said, bow ng.

"Meredith," Lady Granleigh said pensively. "Are you by
chance related to Lord Cecil Meredith?"

"Muncle," Freddy answered. "Stood godfather to me, or so
they tell me. | don't remenber it, myself."

"I ndeed." Lady Granleigh's manner thawed noticeably.
"Lord Cecil is a dear friend of ny husband's."

"What brings you ladies out in all this muck?" Freddy asked
of f handedl y, though his eyes had returned to the |ovely
bl onde girl.

"Since it is not raining, Lady Ganleigh and | thought we
woul d drive to Swafflton to | ook at ribbons," the blonde girl
replied in a |low, nusical voice. "M. Bram ngham was ki nd
enough to acconpany us."

"This ain't one of the stops on the road to Swafflton,"
Freddy said in a know edgeabl e tone. "Sure Bram ngham gave
t he coachman the right direction?"

"Freddy!" Henry said. "Don't be ridicul ous."

"W are here to neet ny brother,"’
an icy voice.

Lady Granleigh said in

"Ch, that's all right, then," Freddy said. "Didn't know you
had one."

M ss Thornl ey giggled .Her guardi an gave her a quelling
|l ook. "Really, M. Mredith.."



The door of the inn flew open. "Meredith! | knew it was
you," Jon Aberford said in threatening tones.

"Hull o, Jon," Freddy said mldly. "Bit of a surprise, neeting
you here. | must say, | didn't expect it."

"I should think not! How do you dare show your face in
publi c?"

"Because | ain't a Turk," Freddy replied in reasonabl e tones.
"Why should | care who sees it? Perfectly good face, besides,
it's the only one |I've got."

"Don't play the fool!" Jon said "Henry, do you know what
this...this blithering idi ot has done?"

"No, and | don't much care to,"
"It's nothing to do with nme."

Henry answered frankly.

"Henry, you will do nme the favor of not presenting ne to
your unpl easant and nost unmannerly acquai ntance," Lady
Granleigh put in. "I nmust have the | owest opinion of anyone

who woul d enact a scene in so public an arena.”

"Ah, but it does!" Jon said, ignoring Lady Ganleigh's inter-
jection. He gestured at Freddy. "This traitor |ost the Sacred
Dish to you at play. WIIl you return it?"

"Here, now" Freddy said. "Got no reason to go calling
nanes! Everything was quite in order, told you so | ast

ni ght."

"Sacred di sh?" Henry said, bew |dered. "Wat are you on
about now, Jonathan? You don't nean that big silver platter
do you?"

"Platter?" Lady Granleigh said with unexpected interest.

"What have you done with it?" Jonat han demanded.

"I'f you are tal king about the platter, | haven't done
anyt hi ng

with it yet," Henry snapped in evident exasperation. "It's
sitting ma display case in the library, and it will stay in

the display case until Lord St. Cair arrives tonmorrow. At
which point | amgoing to present it to himfor his
collection.”

"What, your uncle's comng?" Freddy said to Henry. "You
didn't tell nme."

"Why should I?" Henry retorted. "It's nothing to you."

"No reason to keep it a secret, is there?" Freddy answered.
"And it's bound to be of interest. Wiy, nminother will want to
call if Lord St. Cair is staying with you."

"Be quiet, Freddy!" Jonathan said. "Henry, be reasonable.
You can't just give away the Sacred Dish!"



"Don't see why not," Freddy said, giving the matter due
consideration. "He isn't one of the Sons, the thing don't
nean

anything to him Unless St Clair don't arrive. Hard to give
somet hing to soneone who ain't there."

"Come by Bram ngham Pl ace tonorrow at three and watch
me," Henry invited Jonathan cordially.

"You don't know what you are doing," Jon said, suddenly
calm

"I know enough. "

"Quite," said Freddy. He had one eye fixed on M ss Thorn-
| ey, who was beginning to | ook distressed. "Here, Jon, be a
good fell ow and cone away, you're upsetting the |adies."
"You haven't heard the last of this," Jon said. Wth a part-
ing glower he turned and reentered the inn

"I'f that isn't just like Jon!" Freddy said.

"I trust we have seen the last of him" Lady G anleigh said.
"Henry, are you quite certain that man of yours isn't carous-
ing inside instead of delivering your nmessage? Jasper ought
to

have come out by now. "

Henry pressed his lips together. "I'Il go and see, if you
like, Lady Granleigh."

"I'f you do that, we'll |ose you, too," Lady G anleigh said.
"Send that boy over there, he may as well be useful ."

"Hi! You there!" Henry beckoned to Kim "Pop inside and

see what's holding up M. Marston, there's half a guinea in
it

for you."

"A shilling," Lady Granleigh said sharply. "No nore than a
shilling, and not until you cone back. Really, Henry, you
ought to know better."

Kimmuttered sonething that woul d pass for "Yes, num"

and touched her hand to her cap. The respectful gesture

m ght pl ease the bracket-faced old cat, and it would screen
Kims face fromunwanted notice. Reluctantly she turned and
started for the inn.

Bef ore she reached it, the door swung open and the foot-
man energed, followed by a tall man in a driving cape. Kim
st epped asi de without thinking, and froze as she got a good
| ook at his face. It was the skinny toff fromthe Dog and
Bul |

who had hired her to crack Mairelon's crib. Had all of
London followed her to Ranton Hill?

"Anelia!" the toff said. "Wat d' you nean by arriving at



dawn like this? 1'd barely got ny breakfast finished!"

"When we are in the country, we keep country hours, Jas-

per," Lady G anleigh replied. "I explained that to you
yester-

day, had | known you were going to be obstinate, | would
have post poned our expedition until tomorrow. | am sure that

Lord St. Clair would have been delighted to acconpany us."

"Of course he would," Freddy said gallantly. "I nean to
say, lovely | adies, pleasant conpany—anyone woul d be de-
lighted."

Jasper Marston had by this time taken his place in the
coach, and Lady G anl ei gh had had nore than enough of
Freddy, nephew of Lord Cecil Meredith or not. "It is high
time we were going," she announced. "Good day, M. Mer-
edith. Driver!"

The coachman nodded and sl apped the reins lightly agai nst

t he horses' backs. The team snorted and began to nove, in
anot her monent, the | andau had pulled out of the inn's yard
and was on its way east to Swafflton

ELEVEN

Kimdrew a shaky breath as she watched the coach pull away,
all too conscious that only good |uck had kept Jasper Marston
fromnoticing her She wanted to run away, to hide, and she

wi shed suddenly and passionately that she were back in
London,

where she m ght have had sone chance of doing so. Wth

both Jack Stower and the skinny toff in Ranton Hill, it was
begi nning to | ook very much as if staying in London woul d
have been safer than |eaving.

Freddy Meredith, who had al so been watching the coach
chose this nonment to turn and see Kim "Hi, boy! Get sone-
one out here to take this horse, will you?"

Cl ad of the excuse, Kimnodded and went inside. The inn-
keeper was com ng out of the kitchen into the hallway, carry-
ing a tray. "And where the devil have you been, boy?" he
asked when he saw Kim

"Man out si de wants someone to take his horse," Kimin-
formed him ignoring his question

The i nnkeeper rolled his eyes "Quality! Well, I'Il see to it.
Your master wants you, third door on the right at the top of
the stairs. Take this along with you."

The stairs were narrow and steep, and Kimhad sone diffi -
culty in clinbing themw thout dunmping everything off the
tray the innkeeper had handed her. She nade it to the top at
| ast, and stood bal ancing the tray against the railing while
she caught her breath. Then she counted doors and kicked at
the third one.

"Enter," Mairelon's voice called frominside the room



"I can't,"” Kimcalled back crossly ."You'll have to open the
door yoursel f."

She heard a scrapi ng sound on the other side of the door
and then Mairelon opened it. "Kim Wat are you doing with
t hat ?"

“The buffer downstairs said you ordered it,"
setting the tray on the table.

Kimreplied,

"And was too lazy to bring it up hinmself, hm? Good

Lord, you're white as a winding-sheet! Sit down, sit down,
before you fall over." Mirelon took the tray fromKims sud-
denly shaking hands and set it on the small table beside the
wi ndow. Kim sank into the nearest chair. She was cold and

her legs felt like jelly, she was too stunned even to think

t hough a corner of her mind narvel ed distantly at the
strength of her reaction

"Here," Mairelon said, pressing a glass into her hand.
"Drink this. WII you be all right alone for a noment? |'m
going to get Hunch."

Ki m nodded, and Mairelon left. She took a deep breath,

and the feeling of being far away from everythi ng began
to | essen. She sipped at the glass Mirel on had handed her
and coughed as a fiery liquid ran unexpectedly down her

t hr oat .

The door opened and Mairelon reentered the room " Now,
what's given you the wind up? Did your friend fromthe Dog
and Bull see you?"

"I don't think so," Kimsaid. "But how did you know—*

"He's staying in the next room" Mireton said. "I could
hardly help noticing his presence, and | thought there was
somet hing fanmiliar about his voice- So | contrived to get a
ook at himas he left If it wasn't our skinny friend, what's
upset you?"

"I ain't sure," Kimsaid. She was feeling nore |ike her-

sel f, and her nonmentary weakness bothered her. "I ain't
never done nothin' |ike that before, not even on ny first
crack lay."

"Real ly- And how |l ong has it been since you did any house-
br eaki ng?" Mairel on asked.

"Coupl e years. Since old Mther Tibb died, anyways. After
what happened to her, | lost the taste for it, sort of."

"\What happened to her?" Miirelon said very softly.

"The nabbing culls got her. Mst of the others, too | was
lucky I got away " She took a tiny sip fromthe gl ass and
cl osed her eyes. "They got transported, nostly, but Mbther

Ti bb swung because she ran things for the ot of us."

"l see."



"I shouldn't of gone to watch. It was stupid. And after
that. . ."

"After that, you didn't feel as if you could go back to
housebr eaki ng. "

Ki m shrugged "I never took to it nuch, not |ike some of
the rest Besides, it ain't a good lay for a |oner, and
couldn't join up with one of the other gangs because— She
stopped short and shook her head. Why was she telling

Mairelon all this?

"Because they'd have discovered that you were a girl,"
Mairel on finished quietly. He was | ooking at her with an odd
expression that she didn't have the energy to figure out.
"Was

it so inportant to you, staying a boy?"

Ki m nodded wearily. "You ain't never seen the stews in St
Gles, or you wouldn't need to ask. Mther Tibb kept ne on
a good three years |longer than nost, because | had a knack
for locks, but that wouldn't of |asted nuch | onger- Anybody
el se woul d of packed ne off as soon as they found out |
wasn't a boy."

Mairel on went still. "Drink your brandy," he said, and his

voi ce was har sh.

The brandy wasn't so bad, now that Ki mknew what to

expect It was a great deal better than the cheap gin she had
somet i nes bought in London. She sipped it slowy, and in a
few m nutes nore her grimnood began to lift.

"I found out sone things you ought to know," Kimsaid to
end the long silence.

"Wait until Hunch gets here,” Mairelon said. "No sense in

goi ng over everything tw ce."

Fortunately, Hunch was not |ong in appearing. He snorted
t hrough his nustache when he saw Kim which did nore to
make her feel herself again than even the brandy.

"Sit down and stop grunphing, Hunch," Mairelon said.

"I"ve taken separate rooms for tonight, but we can hardly
tal k

t hrough the wall, and Kimsays she's found out sonething of
interest.”

"That's as may be," Hunch said darkly "But she 'adn't ought
to be 'ere, and neither should you. Someone's been asking
guestions down at the stable.”

"But it's such an interesting place,"
in

a general way at the walls of the inn. "Really, Hunch, you
have no idea how fascinating this inn is."

Mai rel on said, wavi ng

"Maybe not," Hunch said, "but | know when you're at one



o}
to,
not this tinme. Someone's |ooking for us."

your queer starts. Master Richard. And you 'adn't ought

"Ch, really, Hunch, how can you be sure of that?"

"' Ow many people 'ave a yell ow wagon with red wheel s
and a painting of a man in a top 'at on the back?" Hunch
count er ed.

Mai rel on frowned. "Someone's aski ng questions about the
wagon?"

Hunch nodded. "It's us she's |ooking for, right enough."
" She?"

Ki m t hought that Hunch was enjoying the effect his news

was havi ng, though his expression remained dour. "Aye. One
of themgrand | adies, they said. Ofered a guinea to anyone
as

"ad news of it, and a shilling extra if she could be sure no
one else 'ad the news afore 'er."

"What a good thing we left the wagon in the woods,"
Mai rel on conmented. He noved to the wi ndow and stared
down at the stable.

"That ain't all, neither,"” Hunch said. "There was a cove
nosi ng around, too, 'anging about in back of the inn and

be' aving oddly. The 'ostler said 'is name was Janes Fenton."

"Fenton?" Kimsaid. "There was a M. Fenton in the tap-
roomfor a while; he | ooked |like a footman or sonethin'.
think he works for that Meredith cove, the one who had that
platter and lost it playin' cards."

"Does he," Mairelon said thoughtfully- "I wonder. Wat
was he doing here, do you know?"

"He cane to nmeet a M. Aberford,” Kimsaid "He wanted to
sell himthe news about Meredith's losing the platter, only
Aberford knew already." Quickly she recounted the scene in
t he

taproom "Wen he took off, | followed him and then— She
hesi t at ed.

"And t hen?" Mairelon pronpted.

"I think maybe |I ought to go back to London," Kim bl urted,
staring down at her hands to avoid seeing Miirelon's

or Hunch's expressions. "I'mgoin' to be trouble for you if |
stay "

"l see,"” Mairelon said after a nmonent of silence that to Kim
seened to go on forever. "Or rather, | don't see. Wy don't
you begin by telling us exactly what happened, and then per-
haps | will."

"It was Jack Stower," Kimsaid. "He's one of Laverham s



boys |I told you about Laverham "
"I remenber."

"l swear | don't know how he followed nme from London, |
swear | don't. He didn't see nme, but if he's pokin' about,
he'll find out I'mhere for sure, and—

"SIl ow down and back up," Mirelon said. "Were and
when did you see StoweP In the hall? On the stairs?"

"Qutside, talkin' to that Meredith cove," Ki manswered.

Rem nded of the task she had originally been set, she out-
lined the scene she had witnessed in the innyard. "Bra-

m ngham said his uncle was com n' down tomorrow, and he

was goin' to give the platter to himas soon as he got
there,"”

she finished. "The Meredith cull got Aberford inside, and
then the toff fromthe Dog and Bull turned up. He's the Fri-
day-faced nort's brother, nane of Jasper Marston. They al
drove off, and | cane in.”

Mai rel on was staring into space with a heavy frown, | ook-

i ng as though he had not heard a word Kim had said for
several minutes at |east "Stower, Laverham Fenton," he nur-
mured. "And a | ady asking questions A grand | ady—tady
Granl ei gh, perhaps?"

"She acted grand enough," Kim said doubtfully.

"And her brother is the unpl easant but not altogether

bri ght gentl enman who arranged for ny wagon to be broken

i nto, thus begi nning our acquai ntance. And he obviously
knows consi derably nore than he has any right to. Someone
is playing a very deep game, | wonder whether it's himor
her ?"

"I don't see as it matters,"” Hunch said. "' Qoever it is, we
adn't ought to stay ere tonight."

"For once, Hunch, | believe you are right," Mirelon said
Hunch's jaw dropped MaireSon did not notice; he was dig-
ging through the drawers in search of sonething Not finding
it, he went to the door of the room and opened it "None of
us will stay the night at the inn. H, landlord! Bring nme up
a

pen and some paper."

"I thought you said we weren't stayin'," Kimsaid, be-

w | der ed.

"W are not staying the night There is no reason not to stay
the afternoon; it's a long drive to Swafflton, and the | adies
will nmore than likely be shopping for hours- Besides—ah

t hank you, landlord."

The i nnkeeper had arrived, carrying a scruffy-1ooking
quill, an inkpot, and a sheet of paper. Miirelon took them
with a charming snmle and shut the door in his face.

" Besi des,



| don't expect this to take long," he finished, setting the
i npl enents on the table.

"What are you goin' to do about Stower?" Kim asked as
Mairel on made a face at the quill, dipped it in the inkpot,
and began covering the paper with flow ng, spidery letters.

"I am going to do nothing whatever, for the time being at

| east,"” Mairelon answered He wote another three |ines and
set the quill aside. "No sand? Qur |andlord seens singularly
unprepared for Quality clientele, can it be that he sel dom
has

any?" He picked the page up by one corner and waved it
through the air to dry the ink

"I"d better go back to London, then," Kimsaid.

"You will do no such thing. Hunch is the one who is going
to London He'll be quite all right, this Laverham fell ow
isn't

| ooking for him" He folded the note and handed it to
Hunch, who scowl ed and chewed absently on one end of his
nmust ache. "Hire a horse and change whenever you have to. |
don't want any nore time wasted. Gve this to Shoreham and

tell himwhat we've found out so far. |'ve asked himto | earn
what he can about Laverham WMarston, Stower, and Fenton
stay til he has an answer to send. He'll be quicker about it

if he knows you're waiting."

Hunch's scowl |essened slightly during this speech, but his
expression remained gloomy "All right, Master Richard But
you ain't staying 'ere, are you?"

"After what | have heard, | have not the slightest intention
of doing so,"” Mairelon said with evident sincerity.

Hunch chewed nore vigorously, and his frown returned.
"You ain't going to do nothing dreadful while |I'm gone, are
you?"

"That depends to some extent on how | ong you take,

doesn't it?" Mairelon said, rising. "Cone along, let's break
it gently to the landlord that his newest guests are |eaving
already. | doubt that he'll be pleased."

The i nnkeeper was not nearly as unhappy about their

abrupt departure as Mairelon had predicted, primarily be-
cause Mairelon informed himcasually that he woul d, of
course, pay for the roons he had bespoken even though he
woul d not remain to use them He then hired a gig with

which to drive to the next town and agreed to pay for the
stabling of the horses until they could be sent for. A large
purse changed hands; Kim had not known there was so mnuch
nmoney in the wagon, and she wondered what el se she had

m ssed.

Three people were a tight fit in a gig, but they nanaged.
Kimwas al nost grateful to be squashed between Hunch and
Mairel on,- they hid her very effectively fromview on either
side, and with her cap pulled | ow and her head tucked down



she felt that Jack Stower was unlikely to recognize her, even
i f he should suddenly appear from around a corner

Fortunately for Kims peace of mind, Jack was nowhere to

be seen, and once they were out of the village she relaxed a
little. Mairelon was silent during the drive, staring out
over

the fiel ds and hedges with an absent expression that made her
think he was not really seeing any of them Hunch chewed
rhythm cally on his nmustache and scow ed at the horse, cast-
ing intermttent glances in Mairelon's direction but saying
not hi ng.

There was no one in sight when they reached the woods

where they had left the wagon, for which Kimwas grateful
She was tired of juggling roles; she did not want to have to
t hi nk about whet her she was supposed to be pretending to be
a Tiger or a horseboy or a magician's assistant. She was
tired

of silent, enpty spaces and the strange sounds and snells of
t he woods. She wanted London, and she realized that that,
nore than fear of what Jack Stower's presence night nean,
was her real reason for suggesting she should go back

She was still pondering this revelation as she stood beside
Mai rel on and wat ched Hunch drive briskly off. "Good," Mair-
elon murmured. "If he keeps up that pace, hell be in London

by tonorrow norning." He | ooked down at Kim "Don't just
stand there, come along. W have a great deal to do, and we
had better get to it."

"I thought we were goin' to wait for Hunch to get back
before we did anything," Kimsaid, all her honesickness
swept away by a sudden wave of foreboding.

"\What ever gave you that idea?" Miirelon said in a tone of
mld astoni shnent. "If we don't do anything, St. Cair wll
have the platter by tomorrow evening, and | can't have that.
No, we're going to have a good neal and get a few things
ready and then have a good nap, so that we'll be w de awake
to burgl e Branm ngham Pl ace at two this norning."

He turned and marched cheerfully toward the wagon, |eav-

ing Kimto stand staring after himopennouthed. She nut -
tered a curse and plunged after him already nore than hal f
resigned to the prospect. If Miirelon wanted to burgle Bra-
m ngham Pl ace, burgle it he would, with or w thout her help.
On the whol e, she thought she would rather it be with, but
she was not going to give up without an argunent. Splutter-
i ng objections that she expected woul d be usel ess, she fol -
| owed Mairelon into the wagon.

TVWELVE

Brami ngham Pl ace was an enormous, ranbling house that seened
to spread out in all directions. Mairelon, lurking with Kim
behi nd an overgrown topiary duck while they waited for the
last lights inside to be put out, explained in a whisper that
bui | di ng new wi ngs had been a tradition in the Bram ngham
famly for two centuries, hence the erratic spraw. Kim



wondered what they did with all the space. Fromthe took of
it, the house was |arger than the entire village of Ranton
H1l, and that was w thout considering the stables and

gat ehouse.

The |l ast of the wi ndows went dark, and Mairelon started
forward with an exclamation of relief. Kimgrabbed at his
sleeve "Gve "emtime to fall asleep'" she hissed.

"It's all right, the library's at this end. They're far
enough

away that they won't hear a thing," Mirel on whispered back
"You did say Bram ngham was keeping the Saltash Platter in
the library?"

"That's what he told the druid cove, but what if he was
ganmoni ng hi n?"

"W won't know til we go find out, will we?" She could
hear the smle in his voice, though it was too dark to see it
clearly. "Shall we?"

Ki m si ghed. "How can you be so sure the library's at this
end of the house?"

Even in the darkness she could see himstiffen. "I stayed

wi th the Bram nghans once, sonme years back," Miirel on said
in a voice devoid of expression. "Just before the Saltash Set
was stolen. | renenber the visit... very well indeed."

"Ch " Kimsearched for something to say, w thout success.

She shrugged. "All right, then, let's bite the ken. But this
is my lay, renenber, don't go off on your own, or you'll nuck
up the whole thing."

"After you," Mairelon murnmured, bowi ng. Kimshook her
head, only half understanding, and slid through the night to-
ward the house.

It was not, after all, much different fromthe jobs she had
done so long ago in London. The house was bi gger by far
but that was all. Miirelon pointed the way to a pair of |ong

French doors near the roomthey wanted. Kimreached for

the bit of wire hidden in her sleeve and opened the lock with
a few deft twists of her wist. They slipped inside, and
Mai r -

el on cl osed the doors softly behind them

They were in a spacious sitting room Kimcould see the

di m shapes of chairs and tiny tea tables scattered al

around,

deeper shades of darkness in the dark. Mirelon pointed to-
ward a door in the opposite wall. Kimnodded and nade a
gesture which she hoped he would correctly interpret as a
warning to be careful. Then she began picki ng her way across
the room

Three nerve-racking nminutes |ater they reached the door. It
was | ocked, but the mechani smwas no nore of a chall enge
than the one on the French doors had been. Kimhad it open



in a few seconds. On the other side was a hallway, thickly
carpeted. Motioning Mairelon to keep to the center, Kim
stepped cautiously into the hall

The library was the second door on the left. It was

unl ocked, and Ki m suppressed a snort of derision. That

was gentry for you: they'd |ock up half the doors and | eave
the rest wi de open. They always picked the wong half to

| ock, too. She pushed the door slowy inward, listening for
creaki ng hinges. The door nmade no sound, and a nonent

|ater they were in the library with the door closed behind
t hem

"Well done!" Mairelon breathed in her ear, and she junped.
"You were particularly quick with that |ast door."

"Don't do that," she whispered back. "I was quick because it
wasn't | ocked."

"Not | ocked?" Mairel on paused, and she coul d al nost hear
hi m t hi nki ng.

"Not | ocked,” Kimrepeated firmy. "And this ain't no tine
to chat. Find that thing you' re lookin' for and let's get out
of here.”

"W'll never find it in the dark," Muirelon said. "A nonent,
pl ease.” He nuttered a word.

A ball of cold, silver light the size of Kims fist sprang
into being just over Mairelon's head, casting threatening,
shar pedged shadows all around. Kimblinked, biting back a

pr o-

test, and | ooked quickly about her. The library was a | ong
roomw th bookcase-lined walls; its center was fall of |arge
chairs covered with needl ework in bright colors that the
silver light bleached to bearable pastels. A small table
stood beside each chair on thin, fragile | egs. Heavy curtains
of a dark crimson shut out the light fromthe w ndows, unlike
those in the sitting room these canme only to the bottom of
the win-

dow. Bel ow them short bookcases alternated with gl ass

boxes set on legs. Kimstared, then realized that these nust
be the "di splay cases" to which Henry Bram ngham had re-
ferred.

Mai rel on crossed to the wi ndows and wal ked rapidly al ong
them He stopped a third of the way fromthe end and beck-
oned, "Here it is!" he whispered, and the strange silver
l'i ght

made an exul tant mask of his face.

The Saltash Platter was a tray nearly two feet long, heavily
ornanented around the edge with the same pattern of fruits
and flowers and vines Kimhad seen on the bowl in Mirelon's
wagon. At either end a rope of vines tw sted away fromthe
edge and then back again, fornmng a handle. The silver shone
brilliantly in the cold light, even through the glass of the
di splay case. Kimlooked at the case nore closely. The top
was hinged in back, and there was an unobtrusive gold | ock at



the front edge.

Kimpulled out her wire and paused, renenbering what

had happened when she tried to poke through Mairelon's

chest. O course, it wasn't the |ock that had been enchanted,
but still...She frowned and tugged at the lid, testing the
strength of the I ock.

It opened easily, cutting short Mairelon's inpatient query,
They | ooked at each other across the case, and Ki m saw her
own m sgivings reflected in Mairel on's uneasy expression
"Magi ¢c?" she whi spered

"Possibly," Miirelon said softly. The sharp shadows magni -
fied his frowmn. "If it is, touching the platter will set it
of f- Be quiet for a nmoment while | check."

He reached down, hands hovering just above the open
case. The air grew heavy, and Kim held her breath, waiting
for an expl osion.

A soft crash sounded fromthe next room and Mirel on

jerked his hands away fromthe display case. He and Kim
froze, and in the silence heard a well-nmuffled thud fromthe
hal | .

"W better get out of here!" Kimsaid, and started down the
| ong roomtoward the door

"Not that way; there's no tine," Miirelon said, grabbing
her arm He gestured, and the light that hovered over his
head shrank to a pinpoint, then he went swiftly to the book-
shel f along the nearest wall. "Boccacci o, Boccaccio," he mur-
mured "Wiere are..!

Kim stared in astoni shnent as Mirel on reached out

and tilted two books outward. She heard a small click, and
then the sound of soneone funbling at the library door nade
her gl ance fearfully over her shoul der The curtains were
too short to hide behind. Perhaps if she curled up in a
chair,

she woul d be overl ooked, but what about Mirel on? She
turned back and al nost forgot her fear in conplete anaze-
nent .

"Inside, quicklyi" Mairelon said. An entire section of the
bookcase had swung outward, revealing a narrow, cupboard-
i ke opening behind it. Kimpulled herself together and
darted inside, Miirelon squeezed in after her, pulling the
bookshel f to behind him The silver |ight w nked out.

Cracking a ken with a real magician certainly had advan-
tages, Kimthought to herself as she wiggled into a nore
confortabl e position. That book-achoo spell was one she'd
have to be sure to learn. She felt Miirelon funble at the
wal

and thought he was trying to latch the bookshelf in place
Then he breathed a nearly soundl ess sigh, and with a soft
scraping a small panel slid aside, giving thema thin slot
above a row of books through which to view the roomthey
had just quitted with such haste.



Soneone was noving slowy anmong the chairs, carrying a

smal | dark-lantern that was three-quarters shuttered. The

| an-

tern beam swung toward them and Ki m wondered whet her

t he bearer had heard Mairelon | ower the panel. She heard a
snort, and the contenptuous whisper "Mce!" and then the
dark bl ob went on toward the display cases The figure raised
t he dark-lantern and bent forward to peer through the gl ass,
and for a nmonment his face was visible. Kimstiffened and sti -
fled a gasp; it was Jack Stower again.

Mai rel on put a warning hand on her shoul der. Angrily she
shook it off. She wasn't such a flat as to nake a noise that
m ght reveal their presence, no matter how startled she was.
Frowni ng, she watched Stower work his way slowy up the

row of display cases toward the one that held the Saltash
Platter.

W thout warning, the library door swung w de. A pool of
flickering anber light spilled through it, and an irritated
mascul i ne voice said, "Stuggs? |Is that you? Confound it,
where is the man?"

Jack Stower whirled, clutching his lantern, just as Jasper
Mar st on, wearing a black and crinson brocade dressing

gown and carrying a branch of candl esticks, strolled through
t he door. "Stuggs?" Marston said again, and then he saw
Jack.

The two nmen stood staring at each other for a |ong
nmonent; then a slow, deep voice fromthe hallway broke
the stunned silence. "Right 'ere, gov'nor" An enornous
figure | oomed into view behind Marston. Stower cursed. He
whirled and jerked the curtains fromthe nearest w ndow
asi de, then yanked at the latch. The w ndow did not budge

Mar st on, shaking hinself free of his paralysis at |ast,
started forward (none too rapidly, Kimnoted with scorn),
brandi shing the candl esticks |ike a weapon. "He's trying to
steal the platter!" he cried. "Stop him Stuggs!"

The figure in the hallway ran forward. He was unusual ly
fast on his feet for a big man, but he had too nuch di stance
to cover and there were too nany obstacles in the way.

Stower, after one terrified | ook backward, hurled his dark-

| antern t hrough the stubborn wi ndow, snatched up the fallen
curtains to keep frombeing slashed by the fragnents of gl ass
and broken w ndow sl ats, and scranbl ed out, tipping over the
nearest display case in his hurry.

Stuggs lunged after the fleeing Stower and grabbed his feet
as the rest of himdisappeared out the wi ndow. Kimheard a
muf fl ed howl of rage and fear, and Stower kicked backward.
Stuggs lost his bal ance and crashed i nto anot her display
case,

his fingers still |ocked around one of Jack's boots, while
t he

| ast of Jack Stower vani shed.



Jasper picked his way across the broken glass to the w n-
dow and squinted out it Kimcould hear distant noises; it
sounded as if the comotion had roused the househol d, and
somewhere a dog had begun to bark. Jasper did not seem
aware of it. He turned and frowned at Stuggs. "He's gone!
Why coul dn't you hol d hin®"

"'is bootlace broke,"
to

you, gov'nor, you 'ad it right about that there bow being
val uabl e. But you ought to ‘ave told nme there was ot her coves
after it besides us."

Stuggs said mildly. "I got to ‘and it

"This is the platter, not the bow, you idiot," Jasper Mar-
ston said. "But | suppose | should thank you for rem nding ne
what we canme for." He left the wi ndow and went straight to
the di splay case containing the platter. He set the can-

dl esticks down on the nearest table and beckoned to Stuggs.
"Come here and open the | ock, hurry, before sonmeone el se

gets here."

As Kim had done, Stuggs tested the |lid and made the sane
Di scovery. "It ain't |ocked."

"Not | ocked? That fell ow we chased off must have opened
it! W arrived just intime. Gve it to ne."

"No!" a familiar voice said in dramatic tones fromthe
smashed wi ndow. Kims eyes wi dened. \Wat was the head of
the druid group doing at Bram ngham Pl ace?

"What — Marston turned his head and froze in m d-sen-
t ence.

Franed in the shattered glass and dangling splinters of
the wi ndow were a man's head and shoul ders. The man's

eyes gl eaned fromthe openings of a black nask, and a dark
hi gh-crowned hat covered his hair. Hs formwas hi dden
beneath a driving cloak with several short capes, but the
tone and tinbre of his voice were unni stakable. "You are
too late to further defile the Sacred Dish! Bring it to ne,
at

once!"

Kimbit her lip to keep fromlaughi ng al oud. She shoul d
have guessed that Jonathan Aberford would be after the plat-
ter, the sane as everyone el se. This was becom ng al t oget her
too much like a Drury Lane comedy. Mairel on seened to

thi nk so, too; she could feel himshaking in silent amuse-
ment. She hoped they would both be able to control them
selves. It wouldn't be funny at all if they were caught.

"Now, | ook here—= Marston began.
Jonat han rai sed a hand, and Kimsaw the glint of can-
dlelight on netal. Her amusenent died instantly. "Bring it to

nme! " Jonat han conmanded.

"Put that down, you young chub," Stuggs said. "Pistols ain't



a thing to go waving around like that."

"Bring ne the dish!" Jonathan cried. "I won't have any nore
delay!" He waved his pistol again. "Bring—

Abruptly the masked face vani shed fromthe w ndow.

There was a crash and the al nost sinultaneous sound of a

pi stol shot. Stuggs cursed and ran to the w ndow. A nonent

| ater he pulled his head back inside and shook it in wonder.
"Silly chub was standing on a bucket, an' it tipped over," he
said. "The pistol must 'ave gone off when 'e fell."

"Never mnd!" Jasper said. "Help me hide this before sone-
one else cones in."

"What's going on?" a voice boormed fromthe doorway. "Hi
Marston! Looks |ike you' ve had a bit of a turnup.”

"I don't care what he's been having, M. Bram ngham |

won't have hi m maki ng such dreadful noises in ny house," said
a shrill fermale voice fromfarther along the hallway. "He's
wakened all the guests and the servants, and | won't have it.
Even if he is your brother, Anelia, dear."

"Too late," Stuggs said in a resigned tone as the occupants
of Bram ngham Pl ace, in various states of deshabille, began
pouring into the library.

THI RTEEN

The first person through the door was an ol der, heavier
versi on of Henry Bram ngham Ki massumed he was the owner of
the estate. Behind himcane several other nen in dressing
gowns and a partially dressed footnan carryi ng nore candl es.
They were followed in turn by the | adies of the house, caps
askew and cl utching their dressing gowns about them

determ ned to m ss nothing of whatever scandal ous goi ngs-on
had been di scovered.

Jasper dropped the platter onto the seat of a nearby sofa
where it would be tenporarily hidden by the back. "House-
breakers, that's what happened, Brani ngham" he said, wav-
ing at the broken wi ndow and the chaos of shattered gl ass
and broken furniture below. "I, ah, came down for a book
and interrupted them=

"Housebr eakers!" A plunp, grey-haired woman w apped in

| ayers of ruffles stiffened indignantly. "At nmy house party!
I

won't have it, M Bram ngham "

"Of course not, my dear," the heavy man said, patting her
arm "CGood job, Marston; | see you've caught one." He eyed
Stuggs's bulk with evident msgiving. "He | ooks a desperate
Rogue. Just hold himoff a mnute nore, til Henry gets here
with the shotgun.”

"What ? No, no, Bramingham that's not a burglar," Jasper
said, clearly taken aback. "That's my man, Stuggs."



"Jasper!" Lady Granleigh pushed her way to the front of the
crowmd and cane toward hi macross the room hands out -
stretched, "Dear boy, were you injured?" Her expression was
at variance with her concerned tone, and as she cane nearer
Ki m saw her soundl essly mouth the words "Did you get it?"

"Yes," said Jasper "I mean no, not at all. Ah, Anelia
He gestured toward the sofa

Amel i a gl anced down. She | ooked at Jasper and rolled her
eyes heavenward. "The very thought of your ordeal nakes ne
feel faint," she declared, and sat down on top of the tray,
spreadi ng out her robe so that it was conpletely hidden

"C ever woman," Mairelon murmured- "Pity she's not on
our side."

"Shh!'" Kim hissed. "You want to get us caught?"
"Anelia, dear!" Ms. Bram ngham said, hurrying over

"Faint? Lady G anl eigh never faints!" a bluff voice said, and
a di stingui shed-1 ooki ng man pushed his way through the

cromd of servants and visitors. He was fully dressed, which
per haps accounted for his tardiness, and there was nud on his
boots. "I'mafraid they got away, Bram ngham" he said. "That
boy of yours is still chasing them but | don't see that he
has much chance of catching up with themin the dark."

Ms. Bram ngham gave a faint, |ady-like shriek. "Henry!
My son is out there with those villains? | won't have it
Bring himback at once, M, Bram ngham™

"OfF course, ny dear," M. Bram ngham said, nmaking not
the slightest nove to do so. "Did you see them yourself, Lord
G anl ei gh?"

"Somebody was running off through the woods," Lord

Granleigh replied. "I doubt that anyone got a good | ook at
him though. Now, what's this about Lady G anleigh faint-
ing? You're not ill, are you, ny dear?"

"I shall be quite all right in a monment," Lady G anleigh
sai d, |eaning back agai nst the cushions. She | ooked nervous,
and Ki m wonder ed whet her her husband knew that she and

her brother were trying to steal Henry's tray.

"I can carry you up to your room" Lord G anleigh offered,
pl ai nl y concer ned.

"No, no, | shall do nuch better here," Lady G anleigh as-
sured him "Perhaps if you sent Marianne to ne . . ,"

"Madenpi sell e Marianne is in the sal oon, having the hys-
terics. "

Heads turned toward a | ovely young woman standing in

the doorway. A lace cap lay like a snowflake on her auburn
hair, and the pale green wap that covered her nightdress set
of f her slender figure better than a ball gown. Kimfelt



Mai r -
elon stiffen. "Renee?" he breathed in tones of horrified dis-
bel i ef .

"Me, | do not see that having the hysterics is of any use
what ever, and | have a great wi sh to know whether we are to
be nurdered in our beds, so | have left her with her maid,"
t he auburn vision went on. "I think that her maid is very
nearly as silly as she is, so they will go on well together
What has happened?”

A confused babbl e of voices greeted this question. Lady
Granl ei gh obj ected that her dear Marianne was not in the

| east silly; Ms. Bram ngham offered some conpl ai nt about
her son; Jasper launched into a highly colored and very
junbl ed account of the way in which he had run the ruffians
of f, M. Bram ngham nmade a series of vague and contradi c-
tory statements that seemed intended to be reassuring. The
auburn- haired woman |istened with an appearance of polite
interest, though it was imnmpossible to understand nore than
one word in six. Finally M. Bram nghamput a stop to it.

"Enough!" he roared "M ss D Auber, | nust apol ogi ze, it
has been a very trying night."

So the auburn-haired woman was the infanous Renee

D Auber, whom Mairel on had gone to visit the night before
they left London! Kim could not keep fromglancing in the
magi cian's direction, but it was too dark in the cupboard to
make out his expression. Frowing a little, she returned to
her contenpl ation of the scene in the library.

"It seens to nme that of a certainty someone has been trying
somet hing toni ght," Madenoi selle D Auber said into the si-

| ence that foll owed M Bram nghamis bellow "But | do not
yet know what ."

M. Bram ngham attenpted a gall ant bow, the effect of

whi ch was somewhat spoiled by the belt of his dressing
gown, whi ch chose that noment to come undone and flap

around hi s knees. "Nothing that need cause you concern
M ss D Auber.”

"Father!" Henry Bram ngham burst into the roomw th a

nod and a quick "Beg pardon" as he passed Renee D Auber

H s eyes were bright with excitenment, and in one hand he
held a dirt-covered pistol. Bits of earth and grass dropped
fromthe pistol to the carpet as he waved it triunphantly be-
fore the eyes of the assenbly. "W didn't catch him but we
found this on the South Walk."

"Henry!" shrieked his nother. "\Wat do you mean by
bringing that filthy object into the library' "

"I told you he had a gun!" Jasper said.

"Coo!" whi spered one of the housemai ds, who was standing
wi de-eyed in a corner, drinking in the uproar.

"Henry, you're upsetting the ladies,” M. Brani ngham said
"I"'msorry; | didn't think." Henry | ooked down at the pisto
as if he would have liked to hide it under his coat.



Madenpi sel l e D Auber s eyebrows rose. "l see that

Madenpi sel | e Marianne is perhaps not so foolish as |

t hought, unl ess your South WAl k grows pistols, which is a
thing unlikely. But do you say that this person has escaped?”

"Nothing to worry about, Mss D Auber,"” M. Bram ngham
said. "If you'll just let us handle this..

"But | do not see that you are handling it," Renee D Auber
poi nted out, "And perhaps this villain has a second pi stol
and

will conme back to kill us all in our beds! | do not at all
like this idea, ne, and | will not spend another night in
this

house.."

"Ch, no. Madenoiselle D Auber, you nustn't |eave!" Ms-
Bram ngham turned in distress fromher unwel coned mnis-
trations to Lady Granleigh. "Wy, you' ve only just arrived!"

"I shall leave in the norning," Renee announced, and swept
out of the room

"There! See what you've done!"™ Ms. Bram ngham said
crossly to Henry after a nmonment's sil ence.

"What |'ve done!" The | ook Henry gave his nother was full

of righteous indignation. "I didn't break into the library
and
smash up the display cases. | didn't go dropping pistols in

the South Wal k. | suppose you'd rather | hadn't chased off
t he

fell ow who did!"

"I believe | amgoing to faint," Lady G anl ei gh announced
| oudly. The company turned to | ook at her and she sank back
agai nst the sofa, fanning herself with one hand. "If | could
have a little peace," she said in failing tones, "I mght be
able to recover."

"OfF course, Anelia, dear!" Ms. Bram nghamsaid. "M.
Bram ngham take these people into the green saloon. 1'I]
j ust

get ny heartsworn..!

"Alone," Lady Granleigh said with amazing firmess for a
purported invalid.

"But, Lady Granleigh— M Bran ngham began, frown-
i ng.

"Very well," Lady Granleigh sighed, cutting himoff. "If
you insist, I will allow Jasper to remain in case those

villains reappear. But | nust have quiet."
"But M. Marston was going to explain—=

Lady Granleigh raised a hand to her head "Can it not
wai t ?"



M Branmi ngham bl i nked, then shook his head "Yes, of

course. Lady Granleigh, as you say. Come al ong, ny dear

Henry, take that thing to the norning roony 1'll come by in a
m nute or two. Come al ong, everyone, we nust |et Lady

Granl ei gh recover "

Lord Granl eigh gave his wife a penetrating | ook, but ai-

| owed hinself to be shepherded out of the roomalong with
the rest. Only Jasper and his "man" Stuggs remai ned behind.
As the door closed behind the crowd, Lady Ganleigh stood
up briskly.

"Ah, Anmelia, hadn't you better— nean, what if someone
cones back in and sees you!" Jasper stuttered. "You're sup-
posed to be in a faint."

"I amnot going to sit on that object for another instant,"”
Lady Granleigh replied. "And if it had not been for your

i nep-

titude, | would not have had to. \What possessed you to rouse
t he household |ike this?"

"I didn't rouse the household, and if you'd listen for half a
m nute, you'd know it," Jasper said bitterly "It was that

Bed-

lamite in the domino with his pistol and his—=

"I amnot interested in excuses," Lady Ganleigh inter-

rupted. "There will be time for that later. R ght now we mnust
decide what to do with this platter- W can't just carry it
up

to your room you know. The halls are full of servants; it
wi Il be hours before things settle down."

"My roon? Why ny roonf You're the one who was invited

for the house party. You' ve got that hul king great wardrobe
and at least two dressing tables to hide the thing in. I'm
just an overnight guest; all | have is a shaving stand."

"You have neither a husband nor an abigail to pry into your
things. I, on the other hand—

"I should hope not!" Jasper said. Then he | ooked at his
sister and snorted. "And if Stephen G anlei gh has ever
"pried

in your things, I'lIl ...1'll eat ny cravat."

"I'f you dare to so rmuch as hint any such thing about Ste-
phen, | shall feed it to you nyself,"” Lady G anleigh
retorted.

"Stephen is the soul of honor.™

' Too honorable for his own good," Jasper muttered. Hi s

sister gave hima warning | ook, and he scomed. "Well, he is,
and you know it, or why did you drag ne into this ness in
the first place? Granleigh stands to benefit as much as you
do

if he recovers the platter, but he wouldn't stand this havey-
cavey nonsense for a mnute." H s expressive wave included



the platter, the shattered wi ndow, the open display case, and
his sister.

Lady G anleigh flushed. "That is not the point, and you are
wasting time. What are we going to do with this platter?"

"Throw it out the wi ndow," Jasper said in a sul ky tone.

"Don't be ridicul ous, Jasper. There are still people conmbing
the grounds in search of those housebreakers of yours; sone-
one would be sure to find it before we could recover it."

"Why don't you 'ide it be'ind some of them books?" Stuggs
suggest ed.

Lady G anl ei gh gave hima scornful |ook, but as no better

i dea was forthconi ng, she and Jasper set to work renoving
books from one of the shelves. Unfortunately they did not
think to check the platter against the size of the shelf
before they did so, and when they tried to balance it on its
edge against the wall, it proved too tall. They were forced
to renmove it and replace the books, reproaching each other
viciously the entire tine.

In the end, they hid the platter under the sofa cushions.
Lady G anl eigh was not altogether pleased with this solution
and warned Jasper several tines that he must nake certain to
renove it before the maids came to straighten up

"And on no account are you to allow M. Bram ngham and
the others to search this room" she added.

"How am | supposed to stop then®?"

"I leave that to you. Now, | think it is time | recovered
enough to return to ny room You may escort me After that,

| suggest you rejoin M. Bram ngham and tell them your

Story. You,"-she gave Stuggs a wi thering | ook—had best

stand guard outside the library door. It will look well, and
that way we can be sure no one will cone in and accidentally
di scover the platter before we have a chance to nove it. Your
arm Jasper."

The three conspirators went slowy out of the library, Lady
Granleigh clinging to her brother's armas if she were about
to coll apse. The door closed behind them and the room was
enpty at | ast.

Kimstirred, then poked Mairelon gently, sonewhat sur-
prised that he had not unl atched the bookcase door of their
refuge. She felt himstart at her touch. He let out a long
breath and closed the little panel through which they had
been | ooking. Kimfelt himmake a series of small nove-
ments, and then the bookcase swung wi de

Moonl i ght dri bbl ed through the broken wi ndow, making

Mai rel on's nmagical |ight unnecessary. Kimdarted out and be-
gan pul ling cushions off the sofa Mirel on pushed the book-
case back into place and foll owed, but nore slowy. "Hurry
up'" Kimwhispered "W ain't got nuch tine



"Yes," Mairelon said "I know " He picked up the Iast of the
cushions and threw it viciously to the floor. Kimw nced,

gl ad

that it had | anded on the carpet and not knocked anyt hing
over. Even a small noise was likely to attract attention, now
that the house was al erted.

Mai rel on reached down and curl ed his hands around the
handl es of the platter. A nonment |later, he |let go and stood
staring down at it, a grimexpression on his face.

"Someone got here before us,”
"This is a forgery."

he said in a low, tight voice.

"A forgery? You nean it ain't the right snag?"
"Exactly." Mairelon turned away. "W had better be going."

Ki m | ooked back at the platter and hesitated. "Are you
sure? That's real silver, 1'll go bail. And it | ooks a | ot
like that bow of yours."

"The silver's real enough, and you're right about the pat-
tern, but it's not the Saltash Platter,"” Miirelon replied.
"1t

woul dn't fool any magician for an instant, once he got close
enough to lay hands on the thing."

"Al'l right, as long as you're sure.”" Kimwent to the broken
wi ndow and peered out. "Don't see nobody. Let's pike off."

"W can't do it fast enough to suit me," Mirel on nur-

nmur ed, and waved her on
FOURTEEN

Kimand Mairelon had no difficulty in evading the searchers
who were still scattered here and there on the grounds of
Brami ngham Pl ace. The servants were spread out and the
lanterns they carried were visible for a | ong way, which nmade
t hem easy enough to avoid, and there was plenty of cover
anong the hedges and trees of the sprawing gardens. Kim

al nost en-

j oyed dodgi ng through the shrubbery and hiding in the for-

mal borders.

The wal k back to the wagon was long, cold, and silent.

They kept to the roads, where the nmoonlight |et themsee to
wal k nore easily. Mairelon seened sunk in contenpl ation

and Kimwas too tired to ask what he was thinking. Wen

they reached the wagon at last it was nearly dawn. Kimfel

i nto her makeshift bed at once, and was asl eep before she had
time to notice whether Miirelon was doing |ikew se.

She woke to full daylight and the sound of dishes rattling.
"Hunch?" she said hazily, lifting her head to see over the
nound of bl ankets she was huddl ed under

"I"'mafraid not," Mairelon's voice said fromnear the door of



t he wagon. "Hunch can't possibly be back before tonight, and
| don't really expect him'til tonorrow at the earliest.
You'll have to put up with my cooking until then. Unless you
have hi dden skills?" he added hopefully.

"Gnangh, " Kim said. She worned one hand out from under
t he bl ankets and rubbed at her eyes. "No."

"Pity. You'd better come have breakfast before it gets cold."

Kimrealized that she was hungry. Well, no wonder, she'd
done a day's worth of wal ki ng since dinner |last night, or at
least it felt as if she had. She unwound herself reluctantly
fromthe blankets and went out to correct the matter

Mai rel on was crouched over a snoky fire with a long stick
in one hand. He was fishing for the handle of an iron pot

t hat

bal anced precariously on top of two of the burning branches.
"Just in time. Bring the plates over."

"I thought you said it would get cold," Kimsaid, picking
up the plates. "Snells to me nore like it's getting burned.”

"Col d, burned, what's the difference? Ah!" Mirelon
snagged the handle at last and lifted the pot out of the
fire.

He lowered it to the ground and picked up a spoon. "How
much do you want ?"

"How much is there?" Kim asked, eyeing the black pot du-
bi ously.

"More than enough for two," Mirelon assured her. "I, ah,
got a little earned away when | was adding things, | think
Here, take sonme. I'mafraid there isn't any bread. We'll just

have to do without until tonbrrow "

Kimfrowed at the |unmpy greyish blob on her plate, then
Shrugged. She had eaten worse-looking neals in her life, and
the worst any of them had done was to give her a stom
achache. Hunch's savory stews were spoiling her She took a
spoonful. It tasted burned.

Fortunately, Mairelon did not seemto expect her to give

her opinion of his cooking. Kimate slowy, sneaking glances
at the nmagi ci an when she thought he would not notice. He

was unusual |y quiet, but perhaps that was just because Hunch
was not there to gl ower and conpl ain.

Mai rel on caught her eye on her fourth or fifth gl ance.
"Have | sprouted horns or a third eye, or is it just that I
have charcoal sneared on ny forehead?" he asked mldly.

"No," Kimsaid. Rather than try to explain, she asked,
"How di d you know that platter |ast night was shan"

"Any magi ci an woul d have. | thought | told you that."

"You said you knew. You didn't say ‘how ."



"Ah. Well, | knew because there wasn't any magic in it."
Mairel on stared into the fire and swal | owed anot her spoonfu
of his breakfast blob. "Wen a wi zard puts magic into an
object, it's generally because he wants the object to do
some-

thing. That nmeans the magic has to be...accessible, and if
it's accessible it can be felt by other w zards. If the nagic
is destroyed or renoved, it |eaves traces, which can also be
felt. The platter at Bram ngham Pl ace hadn't a farthing's
worth of magic init, and it never had."

Kimfrowed. "But if any wi zard who touched it would
know it was a cheat, why woul d anyone bother makin' a sham
pl atter?"

"A good question. Possibly the forger wasn't a magician

and didn't realize there would be any difficulty passing it
off as the real thing. Or perhaps she only wanted to keep
people fromrealizing it was mssing right away. After all
she coul dn't have known there'd be such a parade of burglars
to blane it on."

"She?" Kimstraightened, staring at Mairelon. "You know
who put it there?"

"I think so " Mairelon poked at his breakfast. "Renee wasn't
part of the parade, you see, and she has nore than enough
information to have had the platter copied. | can't think of
any reason why she'd have conme to one of Harriet Bra-

m ngham s house parties, either, except to steal the Saltash
Platter. She hates house parties.”

"Renee? You nean that French lady? | thought she was a
friend of yours," Kimsaid cautiously.

Mairel on's | augh was without hunmor. "So did |I. But she
nmust have been planning this for a long tine, certainly since
before we | eft London. So why didn't she tell nme?"

"Maybe that Earl cove told her not to," Kimventured.
"Shorehair?" Miirelon frowned, considering. "I hardly

think it's likely. He wouldn't have sent nme here if he knew
Renee was going to have a go at it."

"He m ght of =

"M ght have."

Kimsnmothered a relieved sigh. If Miirelon was correcting
her speech again, he nust not be feeling quite so down-
hearted. "He mi ght have sent you anyway, if he wanted to

get you out of London."

Mai rel on | ooked up with an arrested expression. "Quite
True. In fact, it would be just |like Edward. | wonder..!

H s voice trailed off and he stared at the air above the
fire.



After a noment, he shook hinself. "Well, there's only one
way to find out. Finish your breakfast, Kim You'll want it.

"Why?" Kimsaid warily.

Mai rel on gave her a winning smle. "You' re going back to
Bram ngham Pl ace, to take a message to Renee before she
| eaves. "

“1"'" m what ?"

"Well, | can't go. Gregory St. dair is arriving today, and
don't dare chance his seeing ne. Don't worry, you'll do
fine."

Kimrolled her eyes and went back to eating. Burned and
bl obby or not, it was safer than talking to Mirelon

Two days of relatively dry weat her had done wonders for

the roads, at least as far as travel on foot was concerned.
Water still stood at the bottonms of the deepest ruts, and
wag-

ons and carriages continued to have a rough, sloppy time of
traveling, but the edges of the lanes gave only a little
under

Kims feet and no nud dragged at her boots to nmake wal ki ng

a weary chore. If she had not been so worried about the task
Mai rel on had set her, she m ght even have enjoyed the wal k.

she nuttered under her

"Message for Mss D Auber, sir,
breath. "The naster said | was to give it only to her

She frowned, wondering whether she sounded flash

Enough. Renenbering the words wasn't hard, but the

rhythns and the slightly different pronunciation Mirelon

had insisted on were difficult indeed. And what if soneone
started aski ng her questions? She had some chance of getting
the accent right for the sentences she'd practiced, but could
she keep it up if she had to say anything el se?

Firmy, Kimdisnmssed her doubts. She had agreed to run

this rig, and fretting woul dn't rmake success any nore likely
than it already was. Practice, on the other hand..." Mes-

sage for Mss D Auber,” Kimrepeated in a | ow voice. "The
master said | was to give it only to her. Message for Mss
D Auber™.

So intent was she on her nmuttered repetitions that she did
not hear the sounds of the approaching carriages until they
were al nost on her. A shout and the crack of a whip startled
her into attention at |ast, and she gl anced over her

shoul der.

Two hi gh-perch phaetons were heading full tilt along the
road, side by side. Their drivers crouched intently over
their

reins, shifting their weight automatically to conpensate for
t he dangerous sway of their vehicles, oblivious to everything
save their horses and each other. The one on the left pulled
ahead, but his advantage was a matter of inches. The other
driver's armrose and fell, cracking his whip, and his horses



| eaped forward, bringing himeven with the |eft-hand phaeton
once nore.

Kim dove for the ditch, praying that these Bedl anites

woul dn't overturn or run off the road until they had gone
safely past her. The thuddi ng of the horses' hooves and the
runbl e of the carriage wheels grew | ouder, then passed by
above her in a spray of water, nud, and flying gravel. As the
sound began to fade, Kiml|ooked up and saw t he phaetons
vani sh around a curve in the road ahead, both of themstil
nmoving with furious speed.

She spat a curse after them as she picked hersel f up. Her
left foot had | anded in the nuddy water at the bottom of the
ditch, and some of it had gotten into her boot. The knees of
her good breeches were wet and sneared with dirt and grass,
and her hands were scratched and gritty. She cursed again
and brushed herself off as best she could, then resumed wal k-
i ng, hoping darkly that something would teach those

madnmen a | esson. Maybe one of them would overturn his
carnage and break a | eg. Maybe both of them woul d.

As she drew near the curve, she heard shouts ahead. Pru-
dently, she stepped off the road in case the phaetons were
returning. The noises did not sound as if they were noving in
her direction, but Kimtook no chances. She trudged al ong

the side of the ditch, sliding on the grass fromtine to
tine,

until she rounded the curve and got a clear view of the road
ahead. She stopped short.

Her wi sh had been granted one of the phaetons had in-

deed overturned. It lay in a tangle of harness and broken
wheel s across the side of the road, while its owner, scowing
ferociously and nmuddy to the eyebrows, tried to calmhis
frightened horses. On the opposite side of the road, a coach-
and-four lay half in, half out of the ditch. A liveried
postillion was tugging at the door of the coach, unconscious
of the blood trickling down his face froma cut above his
eye. His efforts only made the coach rock precariously. A
second

postillion was doing his best to control the four coach
horses, which were plunging and rearing in a manner that

t hreatened to reduce harness pole, coach, and all to
splinters. The coachman |lay notionless on the far side of the
ditch, evidently thrown fromhis seat when the coach tipped
over.

Alittle farther on, in the exact center of the road, the
second phaeton had drawn to a halt. The driver was con-
centrating on his horses, and despite her poor opinion of his
good sense, Kimhad to acknow edge that he knew how to

handl e a team Anyone who coul d conme through such a tan-

gle as this had been, at the speed he had been traveling, in
a

vehicl e as notoriously unstable as a high-perch phaeton

wi t h-

out overturning his carriage or losing control of his horses...

Kimcould think of one, or perhaps two, hackney drivers



in London who m ght manage such a feat if they were |ucky.
This gentl eman did not appear to have turned a hair

"Burn it, Robert!" The driver of the overturned phaeton
backed up two hasty steps as one of the chestnut horses he
was trying to calmhalf reared in the traces. "If either of
themis hurt—=

"The master appears uninjured," the postillion at the car-
riage said, tenmporarily abandoning his pulling at the door to
peer through the carriage wi ndow. "And | believe John
Coachman is not seriously hurt."

"Not them vyou inbecile, nmy chestnuts!" the infuriated
driver cried. "Robert—=

"I woul d be happy to help you, George, but | can hardly

| eave my horses, can |," Robert said, half turning wthout
taking his attention fromhis restive greys. H s voice and

t he

outline of his face canme together in Kims mnd, and she rec-
ogni zed himas one of the druids she and Mairel on had spied
on. Ceorge's voice was famliar, too; he was probably another
of them Kimstarted to roll her eyes, only to be brought up
short.

"Who, exactly, is responsible for this outrage?" said a cold,
hard voi ce authoritatively.

Every drop of Kims blood seenmed to congeal into ice. She
knew t hat voice, she had fled from London to get away from
its owner. First Jack Stower, now Dan Laverharn, she thought
in despair. She would never get away fromthem She wanted
to dive for the ditch and the hedge beyond, but she coul d not
make her rnuscles obey her. It was all she could do to force
her head to turn in the direction of the speaker. \Wen she
did, she suffered a second shock.

The tall man who was in the act of clinmbing out of the

rui ned coach was not Dan Laverham He had the sane nar-
row jaw and sharp eyes as Dan, and the sanme | ong nose, but
his dark hair had less grey init. Under the superfine coat
he

wore, his shoul ders were broader and nore rmuscul ar than
Dan's. He could have passed as Laverham s brother, if Lav-
erham had had one who dressed like a toff, but he was «ot
Dan Laverham Relief made Kims knees feel weak

"Accident, not outrage," Robert said politely. "I am Robert
Choiniet, and ny friend with the unspeakabl e chestnuts is
Ceorge Dashvitle.™

"I take it you were racing on a public thoroughfare," the
man fromthe coach snapped. "You shoul d be horsewhi pped
for such carel essness.”

"Possibly," Robert said with uninpaired calm "I doubt that
anyone will do so, however. May | take a nmessage to some-
one for you, sir? | nust go by Stavely Farmfirst, but after
that | am at your disposal."



"Robert, you traitor'" George had finally succeeded in get-
ting his animals under control, but his angry cry startled
theminto another round of sidling and head-tossing. "You
can't mean to go back to Austen and clai myou Wn!"

"Why not ? Just because your driving was so bad that you
overturned instead of nmerely losing by an inch or two?"

"Enough, " The man fromthe coach spoke with a qui et

deadl i ness. "I have no interest in your disagreenents, and
you
will oblige me by saving them for another tine and place.”

He turned to Robert Choiniet. "You will go by Bram ngham
Place and informthemthat Lord St. Clair has net with an
accident on the road. | trust you are capable of giving them
sufficient directions. Beyond that, all | require of you is
that you do not return."

"I understand perfectly, sir,"
good day."

Robert said coldly. "G ve you

He rai sed his hands a quarter of an inch. H's horses sprang
forward, eager to be away, and the phaeton swept off down
the road. George Dashville stared after it, spluttering in-
coherently, while the Baron straightened his cravat and
brushed at his coat and breeches Ki m shook herself out of
her daze and eased herself farther down the slope of the
ditch. Alow stone wall ran along the far side; if she could
get over it, she had a good chance of getting around the
entire nuddl e of men and carriages w thout being seen

Her luck hel d- The chestnut horses took exception to the
Baron's abrupt novenents, and George's efforts to keep them
frombolting occupied both his attention and St. dair's
whi | e

Kimslid over the wall unnoticed. She bent over and crept
along it, keeping her head tow despite her curiosity. She
didn't want St. Clair to catch her, even if he wasn't Dan
Lav-

erham Fromthe way Mairelon acted, St. Clair was as bad as
Dan. She didn't straighten up until the Baron's caustic
obser -

vations regardi ng George's horsemanship began to fade with
di st ance.

FI FTEEN

Kims back was sore and stiff fromher |ong, crouched-over
wal k to avoid Baron St. Cair, so she took things easier on
the last mle to Branm ngham Pl ace. Once she reached the drive
| eadi ng up to the house, she sl owed even further. She enjoyed
| ooki ng about at the bushes through which she and Mirel on
had

dodged the night before, though the manicured | awn and ne-
ticul ous placenent of the trees nmade her nervous. Besi des,
she was in no real hurry to conplete her errand.

Sl ow as she went, the house drew i nexorably nearer- Kim
si ghed and strai ghtened her jacket. She had better get this



over with before her nerve failed her. She went up to the
door and knocked.

The door opened at once, and Ki mthought she saw a

faint, fleeting expression of surprise on the face of the
butl er who had opened the door "Message for Mss D Auber,™
Ki m

sai d, touching her cap respectfully.

"Very good." The butler held out his hand.
"The master said | was to give it only to her."

The butler's features stiffened into cold di sapproval, but
al |
he said was, "I will see that she is informed. Wit here."

The door closed, |eaving Kimstanding on the step outside.
Kimfrowed at it. She had a vague idea that there was sone-
thing not quite right about the butler's action, but her
know edge of gentry kens was limted to the nost likely

| ocation of the silver. She shrugged. Wait, the nman had sai d;
wel |, she would wait, then. She sat on the step and stared
out across the drive.

Several minutes later, Kimheard the door behind her

open. She could practically feel the butler's disapproving
stare digging into her spine, and snmiled to herself. She
twi sted her head and shoul ders around without rising and

| ooked up with an expressi on of hopeful inquiry.

"Mss D Auber will see you," the butler said. H s nouth was
turned down at the corners and he was standing rigidly erect,
as if to make up for Kims informality.

"Good," Kimsaid cheerfully, and scranbled to her feet.
"How soon will she get here?"

The butler winced, "She will see you in the green saloon. [
woul d not presume to say how soon. This way."

Kimtried to suppress a grin as she followed the butler. She
was only partially successful, but as the man's back was to-
ward her it did not really matter. He | ed her down a short
hal | and showed her into a large roomw th pale green walls
and spindly-1egged chairs covered in green-and-gol d-striped
silk. There were two gilded pier tables between the w ndows,
each with a large gold-rimed mrror hanging on the wall
above it, and at the far side of the roomstood a small
writing desk

As the door clicked shut behind her, Kimeyed the chairs
dubi ously. They did not | ook as if they were neant to be sat
on, but the two footstools did not | ook any sturdier and she
couldn't sit on the pier tables. She finally settled herself
on a footstool, reasoning that if it collapsed under her she
woul d be closer to the floor. She had hardly sat down before
the door latch clicked again, and Renee D Auber wal ked into
the room

"l am Madenvoi sel |l e Renee D Auber," she announced,



frowning at Kim "You have a message for ne, yes?" Her
auburn hair shone in the sunlight and her figured nuslin
nmorni ng dress was the height of el egance. Looking at her
made Kimfeel small and runpled and unpl easantly aware of
t he dust and grass stains her clothes had acquired on her
wal k

to Bram ngham Pl ace.

"Yes," Kimsaid shortly. She rose and reached into her

jacket for the letter Mairelon had given her. As she did, she
saw Renee's eyes w den

"But what is this? You are a girls! O what is it that
Monsi eur Merrill is thinking?"

"You ask him if you want to know," Kimsaid. French or
not, this woman was altogether too fly for confort. Kim
scowl ed and tapped Mairelon's letter with her forefinger
"And how d you know this was from hi nP"

"It is of all things the nost likely," Midenpiselle D Auber
replied. "Who el se woul d know | was here? Al so, | have been
asking for him and he would of course hear of it. It is
uni m

portant. G ve nme the nmessage."

Reluctantly Kimheld the letter out to her. Madenoiselle

D Auber took it and tore it open at once w thout stopping to
took at the seal. She turned away as she began reading; a
monent |later Kimheard a brief exclamation in what was pre-
sumably French. Kim had no idea what the words neant, but

the tone in which they were spoken was one of surprise rather
t han anger or annoyance.

Renee D Auber gl anced over her shoulder at Kim then
returned to the letter, this time studying it with evident
care. Kimwondered what Mirel on had said about her

and what this Madenoi sell e D Auber thought of it. She
shifted unconfortably, w shing she could sit down again but
not daring to do so for fear of offendi ng Madenoiselle

D Auber.

Mademnpi sel |l e D Auber finished reading and turned back to
face Kim "O a certainty, this is not at all good," she
sai d,

waving the letter.

"That's what we thought," Kimsaid, enphasizing the "we"

slightly.

“To find the real platter beconmes a thing nbst necessary,"
the Frenchwoman went on as if she had not heard. "I do not
at all see how we are to go about it."

"We?" Kim said.

"But of course! It is why | amhere, to help."

Kims frown returned. "Hold on! | thought you was the one
that nicked the real platter. Mirelon said nobody el se could



of got to it before we did."

"Monsieur Merrill is not altogether right," Mudenoiselle
D Auber replied. "I |ooked at Mnsieur Bramrmgham s so-re-

mar kabl e pl atter yesterday afternoon, yes, but at once | saw
that it was only a copy. | thought, ne, that Monsieur Merril
had been very clever, but now!l find that it was not him at
all, but someone else. It is nmost annoying. This business is
not well arranged, | think."

"It ain't no fault of ours,"” Kimnuttered.

Renee had crossed to the witing desk and did not hear. "I
shall wite sonething for you to carry back to Mnsieur Mer-
rill," she said, taking out a sheet of heavy, creamcol ored
paper. "And you nust take his letter with you as well. | wll
al | ow Madane Bram nghamto persuade me to stay here for

anot her day or two. " She nade a face as she spoke, then
shrugged and bent over the page.

"Why do you want me to take Mairelon's nessage away
agai n?" Ki m asked.

"But it would be nost awkward if it were found!" Mde-

noi sel l e D Auber said, witing busily. "Mnsieur Bram ngham
woul d of a certainty call the Bow Street Runners. He has

al ready spoken of it. It was very foolish of Mnsieur Merril
to take the copy of the platter, | think."

So Mairelon's letter had not included all the details of the
previous night's events! Kim considered the inplications of
that while Renee finished her letter, and she began to fee
nore cheerful. "Wy did you cone—=

"A nonment." Madenvoiselle D Auber sanded her letter, then
folded it neatly and sealed it with a blob of wax, mnuttering
under her breath as she did. Her voice was too soft for Kim
to hear what she was saying, but each word had a sharp
crystalline quality that distance and nmuttering coul d not

di s-

gui se. Kimrenmenbered the spell that Miirelon had cast to
test her tnthful ness, and backed up a pace.

Madenpi sel l e D Auber finished and straightened up with a
snot hered sigh. She studied the paper for a nonment, then
turned and held it out to Kimalong with Mairelon's unfol ded
letter. "Here; take this to Mnsieur Merrill and tell him
that | will be at the inn down in the village tonorrow
nor ni ng at,

oh, ten o'clock precisely."

Ki m nodded and took the letters, doing her best to hide

her reluctance. Renee D Auber had put sone sort of spell on
that letter, Kimwas sure of it. And she, Kim was going to
have to carry the thing all the way back to Ranton Hi Il at

| east, and maybe farther, if Miirelon had given up waiting at
the inn and gone back to the wagon. Kimwasn't nornmally
squeam sh, not even about magic, but she didn't |ike not
knowi ng what kind of spell she was carrying.



Madenpi sel |l e D Auber watched closely as Kim stowed the

| etters away beneath her jacket, which did nothing to im
prove the state of Kinmls nerves. "There is one thing nore,"
t he Frenchwoman sai d. She fixed her eyes on Kims face and
said with great seriousness, "It is of all things the nost

i mportant that Monsieur Merrill not |eave before | see him
You understand? So if he thinks to go, you nmust try to stop
him | think he will listen."”

"Be the first time, if he did," Kimsaid, shrugging. "I1'II
tell him though."

"Good " Renee D Auber gave Kima |long, neasuring | ook

and Kim found herself wondering once again just what Mair-
el on had said about her in his letter. Then the Frenchwoman
went to a long, enbroidered bellpull and gave it a vigorous
tug. A few nonents later, the door opened and a footnman
stepped into the room "Madenoiselle?"

"See this...boy out," Madenoi selle D Auber said.
"Madenoi selle." The footman bowed. Wth a single, side-

I ong | ook at the enigmatic Frenchwonman, Kimfollowed him
out of the roomand down the hall to the door of Bra-

m ngham Pl ace.

Wien Kimarrived back at the inn late that afternoon, she
found Mairelon in the public roomplaying cards with Freddy
Meredith. They were the roomis only occupants, and judging
fromthe litter of coins near Mairelon's |left el bow, they had
been at it for sonme time. An enpty wi ne bottle lay on the
floor beside the table, a second bottle, barely a third full,
stood next to the pile of coins that had been wagered on the
current hand.

Ki m paused in the doorway, wondering what the nagician

could want with a cloth-head Iike Meredith. Her eyes nicked
fromone to the other, and she frowned. Both men were im
peccably turned out, fromthe stiff folds of their cravats to
their gl eam ng Hessi an boots, they |ooked the perfect picture
of a pair of gentry. That, Kimrealized, was what was bot her-
i ng her She had seen Mairelon in his gentry togs before, but
she had never realized how well they suited him No, not
quite that, either. She had never realized how well the whole
role suited him

Still frowning, Kimstepped into the room As she did,
Meredith | ooked up and saw her He blinked blearily in her
Direction. He was, Kimsaw, nmore that a little bit on the go.
"Who's this, Merrill?"

Maireton turned "Kim What news?"

"Message for you, sir," Kimsaid, renmenbering just in tine
that she was still playing the part of an errand boy.

"Can it wait?"

Kim hesitated. Wiat on earth was she supposed to say to
that? "I think you should |l ook at it, sir," she answered at



| ast.

"Ah, well Let's have it, then Mai rel on held out a hand

expectantly.

Kimfroze. "Un—= She couldn't tell himstraight out that
Renee D Auber had set a spell on the letter, not with Freddy
Meredith sitting there, but she couldn't let himopen it
wi t h-

out warning him either. "Sir, |, um*

"Bailey didn't wite it down? | see." Miirelon shoved his
chair away fromthe table and rose, tossing his cards faceup
as he did. Kimwas relieved to see that there was not hi ng
wrong with his bal ance or his speech, she had been afraid
that he woul d be as bosky as his conpanion. "Sorry, Meredith,
but

duty calls.”

Meredith muttered somet hi ng and began gat hering up

the coins fromthe center of the table. Mirel on scooped
his own winnings into his hand and thrust theminto one
of his pockets, then turned and foll owed Ki mout of the
room

"That's a relief!" he said as the door shut behind him "I
was

wondering how to get out of there w thout w nning too nuch
fromhim You caught on very quickly. Where's Renee's nes-
sage?"

"Here." Kimtook the seal ed paper out of her jacket. "She
put a spell onit."

"What ? Nonsense! There's no reason for her to do that."
Mairel on twitched the note out of Kimis hand and reached for
the seal. He stopped, frowning, and set his forefinger gently
against the dull red wax. "You're right, though," he said
after a nonent's concentration

Kimlet out her breath in a soundless sigh of relief "Can
you do anythi ng about it?"

"Not here. We'll have to take it back to the wagon."
"You sure we shoul d?"

Mairel on | ooked irritated. "There's no other way to find out
what she's done. I'd also like to read whatever she's
witten,

that is why you went to Bram ngham Pl ace, after all."

"I was just askin'.
Mai rel on tucked the note into his breast pocket and started
for the door. "There's no point in waiting. You can tell ne
what happened on the wal k back. Come al ong."

Kimrolled her eyes, shook her head, and foll owed.



Between Kim s desire to include every detail of her journey
to Bram ngham Pl ace and Mairelon's periodic interruptions,
Kims tale took up nost of the walk to the wagon. Mirelon
commended Kim for avoiding the Baron St. Cair and

frowned over his strong resenbl ance to Dan Laverham but
Kimcould see that he was not giving her his full attention
When she began to speak of Bram ngham Pl ace and Renee

D Auber, however, the nmgician's preoccupati on vani shed.
Kimfound this extrenmely annoying until she noticed Mair-
elon's right hand rise to touch his breast pocket fromtine
to

time. He was nore worried about that spell than he wanted
to let on.

As soon as they reached the wagon, Mirelon began rum
maging in the large chest. Kimsat on the floor beside the
door and hugged her knees, watching with great interest. She
was cold, tired, and very hungry, but she did not mention it
She was, after all, used to being cold, tired, and hungry,
and

if she said anything, Mirelon mght renmenber she was there
and send her away while he read Renee's letter

Mairelon laid a white silk scarf and a small crystal gl obe on
the counter and closed the Iid of the trunk. He turned and
spread the scarf out, smoothing it carefully until not a
wrinkl e remai ned. He drew Renee D Auber’s letter fromhis
pocket and set it in the exact center of the scarf, with the
bl ob of sealing wax facing him Then he lifted the crysta
globe with the tips of his fingers and set it on top of the
letter. It showed a strong tendency to roll off the |unpy
surface of the wax, but he got it positioned at |ast.

Finally he was satisfied He raised his hands slowy and

ext ended them cupping them around the precariously bal -
anced gl obe wi thout touching. it He bent his head and began
to whi sper. The words hissed and sizzled in the confined
space of the wagon, rough and saw edged. Kimheld her

br eat h.

Orange light flared fromthe crystal gl obe, and Renee

D Auber's voice filled the wagon. "My friend, there are
t hi ngs

that you nust know, and even this neans of conmmunication

is not entirely safe. I will neet you two hours before the
time | told your young conpanion, in the hollow bel ow t he oak
hill southwest of Ranton HIl. Do not fail me in this."

Slowy the orange |ight faded Mairel on stood notionless,
staring down into the crystal, even after the last of the
light was gone .Kimtwi sted to get a better | ook at his face
and realized that he was not |ooking at the globe in front
of him H's eyes were focused on enpty air, and he was

f r owni ng.

Kimcl eared her throat, then cleared it again Miirelon did
not respond. At last she said loudly, "Hey! Is that all?"

"What ?" Mairelon said, then shook his head and turned to
| ook reproachfully at Kim "Don't ever interrupt a wi zard in



the mddle of a spell, Kim Magic requires a great deal of
concentration, and breaking it can be very dangerous."

"I wasn't interrupting a spell,"”
thinkin', far as | could see.”

Kimsaid. "You were just

Mai rel on blinked and gl anced at the crystal. Then he

rolled it to one side and picked up Renee's letter He stood
staring at it for a nonent, tapping it gently against his
left

hand, until Kimwas afraid he was going to go back into a
brown study. She tried to clear her throat again and started
coughi ng in earnest as she inhal ed sonething the wong way.

This attracted Mairelon's full attention at |ast, though his
first inclination was to proffer cups of water instead of
expl anati ons. As soon as Kimgot her breath back, she pushed
the cup away and demanded, "Wat was it that was takin' you
such a lot of thinkin' on? You ain't goin' to neet that
gentry

nort |ike she says to, are you?"

"Meet Renee? OF course I'mgoing to," Mairelon said. He

| ooked down at the note, which he had still not read, and his
frown returned. "I was just wondering why she chose that
particul ar place."

"What particular place?" Kimsaid, exasperated.
"The holl ow by the oak hill where those ridicul ous 'druids

had their ceremony the other night," Mirelon said. "Feeling
nore the thing? Good, because we're going to have a busy

evening. | want to get a good | ook at that holl ow while
there's still light, and after that—well, we'll see. Cone
along " He was out the door of the wagon before Kim could

r espond.

"Hunch ain't goin' to like this," Kimmuttered as she
clinbed to her feet.

"Isn"t," Mairelon's voice corrected. A nonent |ater his head
reappeared in the open doorway. "And since Hunch isn't

here, it doesn't matter. Bring the lanp and the little sack
in

the corner, | may want them The head di sappeared once
nmore. Kimrolled her eyes, picked up the I anp and the sack
Mai rel on had indicated, and started after him

SI XTEEN

For the rest of the afternoon, Kimand Mirelon tranped

t hrough the wood at the foot of the druids' hill, peering
under bushes and up into trees. Kimhad only the vaguest idea
what they were | ooking for, but after several attenpts to pry
an expl anation out of Mairel on she gave up and sinply copied
him Hal f-renmenbered warni ngs about mantraps and poachers
made her nove warily, but she found nothing. Mirelon seened
to do

no better than she had, but he was preoccupied on the wal k
back to the wagon, and Ki mwas positive he had noticed



somet hi ng she hadn't.

At Mairelon's insistence, Kimspent the evening worKking

on her lessons. Her fingers were growi ng nore used to the
noves and twi sts that nmade coins seemto vani sh from one
hand and appear in the other, and she had mastered the art of
tying knots that slid apart when the proper bit of rope was
pul | ed, but she was not doing nearly so well at reading. She
pored over the stubborn little black marks for hours, mnutter-
ing to herself, while Mairelon prowl ed restlessly up and down
t he wagon Once she ventured a question about his neeting

wi th Renee, but he was so conpletely uninformative at such
length that she did not try again.

Mai rel on was up at dawn the next norning, blundering

around the limted space inside the wagon in a way that nade
sl eep impossible for anyone else. Kimtried nuffling her head
under the bl anket, but it was no good. Finally she gave up
and rose, yawning, to see whet her breakfast was one of the

t hi ngs Mairelon had been getting ready during his annoying
ranbl es.

It wasn't. Kimhad to nake the porridge herself, which
did not inprove her nood. Her irritation increased further
when she noticed that Miirelon had put on his flash togs,
rather than his snock or stage clothes, to go to his neet-
ing with Renee. He | ooked very well in them which sone-
how annoyed Ki meven nore. To top things off, she

didn't do nmuch better with the porridge than Mirel on had
the day before. "I'll be glad when Hunch gets back," she
nmuttered as she spooned the lunmpy grey mxture into her
bow .

"What ? Not already'" Miirelon said. He gl anced around
hastily, then turned a reproachful expression on Kim "Don't
scare ne like that."

Kimstared at himin conplete bew |l dernent. "Wat're you
t al ki ng about ?"

"I thought you said that Hunch was back," Mirelon ex-
pl ai ned.

"No, | said I'd be glad when he was," Kimsaid. Then, in
response to Mairelon's skeptical expression, she added, "So
we can get some better grub.”

"Ch." Mairelon | ooked thoughtful. "You have a point. Per-
haps we should dine at the inn tonight if Hunch hasn't ar-
rived by then. | rather hope he hasn't. "

"Why? Hunch cooks better than that fat cove," Kim
sai d.

"I'f Hunch gets here today, it'll be because he's in a hurry,"
Mai rel on answered. "And he'll only hurry if he thinks
Shorehamis information is inmportant. 1'd prefer not to have

any startling news about any of the people connected with
the Saltash Platter. O its copy."



Kimmulled that over while she finished her porridge. She
scraped the last few lunps fromthe sides of her bow and
surreptitiously shook them off her spoon and onto the ground
besi de the steps where she was sitting. She scow ed down at
the bowl, dropped her spoon into it with a muffled clink, and
said, "We ought to leave if you want to be the first one at
that hill."

"Yes," Mairelon said. "Thank you for rem nding nme." He

rose and brushed at his pants, as if to dispose of

nonexi st ent

crunmbs. "Practice that handkerchief trick while |I'm gone; you
still haven't got the last twist right."

"You ain't leavin' me here!" Kimsaid incredul ously.

"I nmost certainly am™" Miirelon replied. "Wen Renee says
al one, she neans alone. | shouldn't be long."

"You shouldn't be goin' at all,” Kimtold him "And you
particularly shouldn't be goin' alone. What if that druid
cull shows up wavin' his pops, the way he did the other

ni ght ?"

Mai rel on | ooked anmused "Jonat han Aberford? | doubt that
he's even out of bed at this hour, much | ess wandering about
in the woods with a pistol."

"How do you know? He's dicked in the nob, if you ask
me, and there ain't no knowi ng what notions a Bedlanite'l
get"

"Al'l the nore reason for you to stay here,” Mirelon said.

To Kim s indignation, he still |ooked nore diverted than con-
Cerned. "If he shows up, you can bar the wagon door. No

nore argunments, Kim if you please. You re not com ng, and
that's that."

"It don't please me at all," Kimnuttered, but she could see
that Mairel on was determ ned, and she knew from experi ence
that once he took a notion, he was stubborn as a coster-
nmonger defending his route through the market. She sat and
gl owered at himwhile he straightened his jacket and brushed
his hat, but she did not make any further remarks until he
had

di sappeared into the woods. Then she burst out, "Bubble-

brai ned, pigheaded, sapskulled gull! Mttonheaded flat! Nod-
cock Coosecap! It'd serve himwell enough if | up and fol -

| oned hi m Buf f| ehead Shab—

She stopped suddenly, staring at the place where Mirelon
had vani shed. She could follow him as easy as not. She
scranbled to her feet, then hesitated, considering Mirelon
was a wizard, and in spite of the abuse she had just been
showering on him Kimhad to adnit that he was sharp as

two needl es. That ginger-pated D Auber nort was a w zard,
too, and she had a powerful reputation. She was foreign into
t he bargain, and therefore unpredictable. Wat would they

do if they caught Kim spying on thenf



The t hought gave Kim a nonent's pause. Then she

Shrugged. She'd just have to make sure they didn't catch her
that was all. Stay hid and sherry off if they |ooked Iike
sus-

pecting anything. It was no different from being on the
sharping lay in London. And if there was trouble, Mirelon
woul d excuse her obstinacy in follow ng him Besides, given
Mairel on's idea of "explanation," there was no other way
she could be sure of finding out what happened at the
neet i ng.

That deci ded her. She threw sonme dirt on the fire, kicked
her bow under the steps of the wagon, and started off.
She did not take the sane route as Mairel on had, but cut
sideways up to the road. After all, she knew where he was
goi ng. There was no point in risking discovery by sticking
too cl ose.

The road was dry enough for confortabl e wal kinng, and

there was no sign of approaching vehicles, but Kim remem
beri ng her experience the day before, stuck to the far edge
anyway. "What am | doi ng?" she asked herself as she trudged
along. "CGoin' off to spy on a couple of frog-nakers? | nust
be

madder than he is!" But she continued wal king in spite of her
m sgi vi ngs.

The sound of hooves and the rattle of a carriage brought
Kimout of her reverie. dancing up, she saw a | andau com ng
briskly toward her fromthe direction of Ranton Hill. She

si ghed and angl ed down the verge, hoping that the driver
woul d not pay any heed to a shabby boy headi ng i nto town.
When she | ooked up again, the carriage had sl owed and be-
gun to turn down the lane that led to the druids' neeting

pl ace. It was cl ose enough now to give Kima clear view of

t he occupants, and she nearly choked trying to snother an
exclamation. Lady Granleigh sat stiffly erect in the rear
seat, while her brother Jasper nmade shift with his back to

t he

horses. The driver was the heavyset Stuggs, and he was
frowning in evident concentration as he tried to maneuver the
| andau around the corner

"This is the outside of enough!" Lady Granleigh said in a
carrying voice as the landau lurched forward. "On our return
you will drive, Jasper."

"Really, Anelia, | don't see why you think I'll do any better
than Stuggs," Jasper replied. "I'"mno Corinthian. You should
have | et me bring the coachman."

"You are, at least, a gentleman," Lady Granleigh said firmy.
"And the fewer who are aware of this excursion, the better.
Since you have seen fit to confide in this...person, we

have no choice but to utilize his admttedly second-rate
skills. And | nust say, Jasper, that | think you could have
—found someone with nmore ability if you had only applied
yoursel f properly."

The [ andau | urched again and rolled reluctantly into the



| ane, and Lady Ganl eighs conplaints were | ost anong the
trees. Kim shook off her paralysis and sprinted forward. That
skinny toff and his sister were trouble, whatever their |ay

was, but Kimwas willing to bet sixpence that they'd be a
particul arly whacking great tot of trouble if they found
Mai rel on and Renee D Auber at the druid hill. Fortunately,

the I ane was rough and curving, and with Stuggs driving they
woul dn't make good time Kimmght, just possibly, get to the
hill first with a warning if she ran.

She didn't manage it. The uneven ground, the constant

need to dodge inconveniently placed trees, and the thin
branches of the young trees and brush that whi pped her face,
all conbined to slow her nmore than she woul d have believed.
As she neared the hill, she heard voi ces ahead of her and
cursed under her breath. In London she woul d have gotten
there in plenty of tine.

Ki m sl omed and began to pick her way with nmore care. It

woul d do Mairelon no good at all if she made too nuch noi se
and Jasper or Stuggs di scovered her. She reached the fringe
of bushes below the hill and started working her way toward

the voices. As she came around to the far side, she heard
Jasper's voice with sudden clarity, saying, "—question is,
who

are you?"

"Tell himto cone down here, where we can tal k wi thout
shouting, Jasper," Lady G anleigh put in inperiously.

As Jasper repeated his sister's command, Kim stopped and
peered through the bushes. Lady G anleigh and her brother
were standing at the foot of the hill. Stuggs was a little
be-

hi nd them beyond, the | andau and horses were a sketchy
outline between trees. The dark bul k of the druids' |odge was
barely visible, though Kimknew from yesterday's expl ora-
tions that it was only a few steps fromthe hill.

Mai rel on was sitting on the ground hal fway up the hill,

carel ess of the damage his fine clothes nmust be suffering H's
face was in shadow and Ki m coul d not make out his expres-
sion, but his pose conveyed polite but bored attention

"Well" Jasper said when Mairelon did not reply. "Wo are
you?"

"No, no," Miirelon said. "I asked you first. | also, If you
recal |, asked how you found this place and what you intend
to do here, and you haven't told me that, either."

"We m ght ask you the same thing," Jasper retorted.

"You mght, but | don't recomend it," Mairelon said.
"You'll get a reputation as a poor conversationalist if al
you can do is repeat what other people say to you."

"This is absurd,"” Lady G anleigh said. “Tell us who you are
and what you're doing here, or be off about your business. |
haven't tinme to waste on this nonsense.”



Mairelon rose to his feet and bowed. "It is inpossible to
refuse such a charmng request. My nane is de Mare, and I'm
here by way of guarding the Sacred HiIl."

Jasper and Lady Granleigh | ooked at each othe.r Behind

them Stuggs stiffened, and Kimsaw his right hand rise to-
ward his chest, as if to touch sonething underneath his coat
for reassurance. Kimfrowned Mairel on had done a perfect
imtation of Jonathan Aberford' s tone, and both Jasper and
hi s

sister seemed to recogni ze the phrasing. Stuggs's reaction
was

nmore difficult to interpret, and nore om nous.

"Well, you can go al ong now," Jasper told Mirelon
grandly. "Jonathan Aberford sai d—

"I'f I may speak with you a nonent, Jasper,"
Granl ei gh interrupted.

Lady

Jasper turned his head and gl ared at her.
"Now, Jasper," Lady Granleigh said with unruffled calm
Wthout waiting for himto respond, she turned and wal ked
straight toward the bushes where Kimwas hiding. Kimfroze.
She was certain she hadn't been seen yet, but if she tried to
nove now. Lady Granl eigh would spot her for sure.

Lady G anl ei gh stopped a few steps short of the bush and
tapped her foot inpatiently as she waited for her brother to
join her.

"What are you playing at, Amelia?" Jasper said irritably.
"And what are we going to do now? Burn it, M ss Thornley
never said anything about a guard!"

"Marianne is far too innocent to think of such a thing, and
Frederick Meredith was clearly too shatter-brained to nention
it," Lady G anleigh replied. "You should have talked to him
yoursel f, Jasper, instead of leaving it to Marianne."

"That was your idea! You were the one who said Meredith
would tell nore to a pretty face. | never liked the idea of
letting ny fiancee enpty the butter pot over that nodcock
and so | told you."

"M ss Thornley isn't your fiancee yet, Jasper, and you'd do
wel |l to remenber that before you take that tone with ne,"
Lady Granleigh said. "If you want mmy help in w nning her—
and her fortune—you will have to earn it. | rmust point out
that so far you have been precious little help."

"How do you expect me to hel p when you ruin everything

| try to do?" Jasper waved his arns indignantly. "I was about
to get rid of that fellow so we could go ahead wi th your
preci ous schene, only you stopped ne."

"You were about to make yet another muddle, you nean."
Lady G anl ei gh shook her head. "Really, Jasper, sonetines |



despair of your intelligence. Don't you see that M. de
Mare's
presence changes everyt hi ng?"

"No, | do not," Jasper said. "If we could just persuade him
to go away—

"He woul d renenber us, and when the platter was found,
he woul d connect us with its reappearance. That could be
very awkward for us."

"Well, what do you think we should do?" Jasper asked in a
sul I en tone.

"W shall give M. de Mare the platter,” Lady G anleigh
answer ed serenely.

"What ?!'" Jasper all but shrieked the word, and both Mair-
el on and Stuggs turned interested eyes in his direction.
Jasper scow ed back at them and | owered his voice. "Anelia,
have you gone nad?"

"Do you want to have Jonat han Aberford | urking about Bra-
m ngham Pl ace for the renai nder of our stay?"

"No, but—=

"Can you suggest some other way we might be rid of hinP"
"We've already been over this, and you know | haven't. But
you just told me a mnute ago why we can't give this de Mare
fellowthe platter!™

"I expl ai ned why we cannot sinply |eave the platter here

for M Aberford and his fnends to find, as we had originally
pl anned, " Lady Granleigh corrected him "If you had been
listening, or thinking, you would have understood. Present-
ing the package to M. de Mare is another matter entirely "

"I don't see how He's bound to renenmber us, and you
al ready said that that would be awkward."

Lady G anl eigh sighed. "The platter is well wapped, tied

up, and addressed to M. Jonathan Aberford. If we tell M.

de Mare that a young man, whom we took to be one of

Henry Bram ngham s friends, gave us the parcel in town and
asked us to deliver it here, it will not matter whether he
re-

menbers us. Once they discover that the platter is a forgery,
M. Aberford and his friends will |ook for the mysterious
young man, if they look for anyone at all. You and I will be
nmer e i nnocent go- betweens."

"And how are you going to explain it if anyone asks why
M ss Thornley was prying into Meredith's business?"

"I shall say that she finds himinteresting," Lady G anleigh

replied. She frowned slightly. "I shall have to see that she
continues to spend tinme in his conpany for the next day or
two. After that, it will not be thought wonderful if she

tires



of him"

"Interested in Meredith?" Jasper snorted. "That won't fadge,
Amel i a. Nobody could be interested in that sinpleton."

Lady G anl eigh gave hima cold | ook. "Are you hinting

that I will not be believed? | assure you, no one wll think
twice about it. M. Meredith is no nore foolish than nost
young nen, and Marianne is no |l ess so than nost girls, so it
is quite plausible .

"Yes, but ook here, Anmelia, how am| supposed to pay
court to Mss Thornley if you're forever telling her to talk
with Meredith?" Jasper said hastily. "I don't like it."

"I did not ask you to like it,"'
sinply

wi sh you to refrain frominterfering. Keep quiet, and let ne
talk to M. de Mare."

Lady Granleigh said. "l

"Anel i a— Jasper was too late, Lady G anleigh had turned

and started back toward the hill as she finished her

sent ence.

"Friday-faced harpy!" Jasper nmuttered, so |ow that Ki m al nost
m ssed the words. He raked his fingers through his hair, pat-
ted his cravat, and smoothed the front of his coat, then
started after his sister

Lady G anl eigh reached the foot of the hill and raised her
chin to study Mairelon. "M. de Mare," she said as Jasper,
still glowering in disapproval, joined her, "you have an
honest face, and your reasons for being here interest me. Are
you by some chance acquainted with M. Jonat han Aberford?"

"He is the | eader of the Conpany that neets here," Mair-
el on said cautiously.

"Very good," Lady Granleigh said. "My brother and | are
on our way to Swafflton. A young man in the village re-
guested that we deliver a package to this place, and we
agreed. The package is addressed to M. Aberford, presum
ably he will know what to do with it. | trust you can see
t hat

he receives it?"

"I am quite capable of doing so, madam" Mairelon replied.

"Then we will entrust the package to you. W have spent
far too much tinme on this errand al ready. Stuggs!"

"Mp'am" The large man | owered his eyes as Lady
Granleigh turned to face him transformng his expression
fromone of intent interest into one of bored resentnent.

"Fetch the parcel fromthe carriage at once, and give it to
M. de Mare, with nmy conplinents,"” Lady G anleigh com
Manded.

Kimfrowned as she watched Stuggs nod and wal k of f. Un-
| ess she'd forgotten the difference between a sharper and a



Hat, there was sonething about that cove that didn't fit. He
snel l ed of the back streets and rookeries of London, and gen-
try didn't hire servants there if they wanted to keep their
silver. If only she could pike off to the Hungerford Market
for a few hours and ask Red Sal or Tom Correy what they

knew about Stuggs! One of them was bound to have heard
somet hi ng...Ki m put the thought firmy aside, there was
nothing to be gained by wi shing for the inpossible.

Stuggs returned, carrying a | arge brown package. He

paused at the foot of the hill, but one glance at Lady
Granteigh set himclinbing. Mairel on waited where he was
and accepted the package with a solem half-bow. Kim stil
wat chi ng Stuggs cl osely, saw a crease form between his eye-
brows as he turned and cane down the hill, and realized that
Mai rel on's bow had prevented Stuggs fromgetting a good

| ook at his face.

Ki m brooded over the possible inplications while Lady
Granl ei gh and Mairel on exchanged polite farewells. Jasper's
concession to good manners took the formof a curt nod,

which drew a glare fromhis sister and another hal f-bow from
Mai reton. Lady Granl eigh hesitated, |ooking as if she would
have given her brother a rare trimmng then and there, except
that she would then have been guilty of even worse conduct
than his. In the end, she turned and swept away w t hout say-
i ng anything, but her lips were pressed together in a nmanner
that boded ill for Jaspers peace during the com ng carriage
ride. Jasper followed, still scowing, and a nonment later Kim
heard the sounds of the coach departing.

SEVENTEEN

Kimlet out a long breath as the noise of the
carriage died away anmong the trees. She
could hardly believe she had gone unnoti ced.

"Well, well,” Mairelon's voice said neditatively fromthe
hillside. "How very interesting "

Kimjerked at the unexpected sound, and her arm grazed
the bush in front of her. Miirelon's head snapped in the di-
rection of the noise. "Renee?" he call ed.

"No, it's nme," Kimsaid, rising. She wal ked forward, brush-
i ng dead | eaves from her coat.

"You were supposed to stay at the wagon," Mirelon said
wi t hout heat.

"That's what you said," Kimagreed. "I never told you
woul d. "

"True." Mairelon pursed his lips and gazed at Ki mthought -
fully. "I can see I'll have to listen to you nore carefully
in the future. How | ong have you been here?"

"Since right after the bracket-faced gentry nort and her
brot her canme,"” Kimanswered. "I saw themon the road, but |
couldn't hop it fast enough to get here first."



"You didn't by any chance see Madenvoi sell e D Auber as
well, did you?"

"No," Kimsaid with sonme satisfaction. "I didn't."

Mai rel on eyed her sharply, then frowned. "It's not |ike Re-
nee to be late " He tucked Lady Granleigh's parcel under his
armand pulled a watch from his pocket. As he glanced at it,
his frown deepened. "Certainly not this late. "

"Maybe she saw themtwo on their way here,"” Ki msug-

gested, jerking a thunb in the direction Lady Granleigh's
car -

ri age had gone. There was no reason for Mairelon to get in a
t aki ng over Renee D Auber. She was a w zard, after all; she
coul d take care of herself.

Mai rel on | ooked up, still frowning. "Yes, that woul d ex-
plainit," he said. "And it's "those two,' not 'themtwo'."
"Those two, then," Kimsaid, obscurely conforted by this

of f handed correction. "Wat are you goin' to do with the

pl atter?"

"Platter?" Miirelon's expression went blank; then his eyes
followed Kims pointing finger. "Ch, is that what's in this
package? How convenient."

"It's the cheat they nicked fromthe Iibrary at Bram ngham
Pl ace,"” Kim added. "I heard themtalkin'."

"Indeed."” Miirelon took the parcel out fromunder his arm
and studied it. "Way woul d Lady G anl eigh want to give the
fake platter to Jonat han Aberford? And why deliver it here?
He lives in the vicinity, his direction can't be particularly
difficult to discover."

Ki m shrugged. "They didn't say."

"Mmm " Mairelon continued his exam nation of the par-

cel for a nonent. Suddenly he flipped the package end for
end, tucked it back under his arm and started briskly down
the hill. “Time to be going. It wouldn't do for soneone to
get

into the wagon while we're away. "

"Or catch us hangin' about here with that thing," Kimnmnut-
tered, eyeing the package Miirelon was carrying. As he
reached the base of the hill, she fell into step beside him
and added in a | ouder voice, “There's sonethin' snoky about
t hat Stuggs cove, that drove the carriage.”

"Do you think so? He's not the usual gentleman's gen-
tleman, I'1l admt, but then, Jasper Marston doesn't seem
very

good at being a usual sort of gentleman.”

"I don't know what his lay is, but he's no flat, that's
sure,”



Kimsaid positively. "He pokered up when you said your

nane was de Mare, and he was watchin' everything too close.
And he wasn't keen to give you that package, no matter what
the bracket-faced nort said.”

"Wasn't he, now," Mairelon said. "How interesting. You
know, Kim this whole business is beginning to | ook ex-
tremely odd."

"Begun to | ook odd?"

"Marston, who has no reason | can think of to even be

aware of the existence of the Sattash Set, hires the unlikely
M Stuggs to run errands and you to find out whether | have
the bowl. Not, mnd you, to steal it, but only to discover
whet her the thing is hidden in one of ny cupboards. He and
Lady Granleigh go to a great deal of trouble to steal a copy
of the Saltash Platter from Bram ngham Pl ace, in spite of
interruptions fromseveral people who ought not to know any-
thing about it, either. Then when they get it, they

i mediately set out to give it to M Aberford, whom Mar -
ston, at |east, must have recogni zed as one of the inept
housebr eakers. "

"Maybe he didn't," Kimsaid. "And they've had the platter
since night before last. That ain't givin' it back very ime-
diately."
"Isn't," Mairelon corrected. "The real question is, why
woul d Lady Granleigh want to turn the fake platter over to
Aberford instead of giving it back to Henry Bran nghanf

Bram nghamis, after all, the person fromwhom she stole it."

Ki m shook her head. "There's no accountin' for gentry
folk."

"Nonsense," Mairelon said firmy. "She nust have had sone

reason. Your M. Stower is another puzzlement. | doubt that
he is in |l eague with Lady G anleigh, but given Marston's ob-
vi ous penchant for unusual servants, | don't think we can
rule

out a connection there."

"He ain't ny M. Stower,'
Dan Laverham s."

Kimsaid. "if he's anybody's, he's

"So you've said. In which case, the question that |leaps im
nmedi ately to mind is, is Stower on his own in this or not?
And either way, why is he, or Laverham interested in the
Saltash Set? And how did they find out about it"?"

"The | ast part's easy," Kimsaid. "Laverhanmis got an eye for
anything that'll bring in noney, and London's full of coves

as

woul d put himin the way of nicking the platter just to get

on

his good side."

Mai rel on gave her an indeci pherable | ook. "Possibly Hunch
wi Il have nmore to say about it when he returns from London.



Then there's M Aberford, whose desire for the platter is the
only one that appears sinmple and straightforward. | therefore
distrust it on principle, particularly given M Aberford's,
ah, unorthodox attenpts to retrieve the thing."

"You weren't above breakin' into that Bram ngham cove's
library yourself,” Kimrem nded him "Unless that ain't—
i sn't—what you meant by 'unorthodox '."

"Everyone broke into Brami nghams library," Mirelon said
testily. "lIncluding Renee. Everyone who was anywhere near
Ranton Hill, that is. | suppose | should be glad St. dair
didn't arrive until a day later, or we m ght have seen him
bunbl i ng around wi th everyone else."

Ki m suppressed a shiver. "I don't think so. He didn't | ook
like no hunbler to ne, and for sure he's no flat."

"Quite true,” Mairelon said with another sidel ong gl ance at
Kim "l stand corrected. |'ve been acquainted with St dair
| ong enough to know better. He woul d undoubt edl y—

Mai rel on broke of f as they came within sight of the wagon
A curt of snoke was rising past the far side of the roof, and
Mai reton | ooked reproachfully at Kim

"I put the fire out before | left!" Kimprotested. "I'm not
sapskul | ed. "

"Then it appears we have conpany," Mairelon said. H's
stride | engthened, and Kimhad to skip twice to catch up
"Per haps Renee has found us, after all."

Kim who had been thinking of Jasper Marston and his

sister, or the unpleasant Lord St. Cair, was surprised and
not altogether pleased by this suggestion. She was even nore
surprised, but considerably relieved, when they came around
the corner of the wagon and found Hunch feedi ng medi um si zed
sticks into a new fire. A placid-I|ooking roan, presumably
Hunch's neans of transportation, was tied to the back of the
wagon, chewing quietly on an invisible wisp of ha.y

"Hunch!" Mairelon said, stopping short. "Well, that was al -
ways a possibility. You haven't seen Renee around anywhere,
have you?"

"I'f you mean that M ss Doo-bear friend o' yours, no, |
ain't," Hunch answered. "Nor | ain't likely to She's in
London, laid up with a chill."

"No, she isn't," Mirelon said, frowning. "She's a house-
guest at one of Ms. Braminghanmis interm nable parties. 1've
seen her nyself. | wonder why she thought she had to pre-
tend she was staying in London?"

"You' ve seen 'er?” Hunch frowned. "Now, 'ow would you
'ave done that when you was supposed to be a-staying 'ere out
of trouble while |I was gone?"

"These things happen," Mirelon said, waving a hand in



airy dismnssal

"Don't you gammon ne, Master Richard," Hunch said se-
verely. "Wat 'ave you been up to now?"

"This and that," Miirelon answered. "Wat did Lord

Shor eham have to say? Or did he send you off w thout any
i nformation? | hope not, | did tell you to wait."
"'E'ad a lot to say." Hunch's expression was grim and he
paused for a nonment to chew on the right side of his nus-
tache. "And | ain't repeating any of it til you tell nme what
you' ve been doing!"

"Ch, we've been keepi ng busy, haven't we, Kin®"

"Don't go draggin' nme in!'" Kimsaid quickly. "It ain't none
of nmy lay."

Hunch scow ed at Kim then turned his attention back to
Mairel on. "You 'adn't ought to-what 'ave you got there?"

Mai rel on shifted the parcel under his armand sml ed.

This? I"'mnot sure. Kimsays it's the Saltash Platter, but I
haven't | ooked yet to see whether she's right "

"I never— Kimgasped, only to be cut short by a | ook

from Mairel on.

"Let's find out, shall we?" Mirelon said, holding the parce
out to Hunch.

Hunch tried to glare at Mairelon, but his eyes kept return-
ing to the package. At last he took it. Wth a final glare
and

consi derable nmuttering, he sat down on the step of the wagon
and began undoing the knots. Kimrealized suddenly that
Hunch was just as curious about things as she was, and as
little able to resist the opportunity to find sonething out.

The stnngs felt apart and Hunch unfol ded t he wrappi ngs.

A silver platter lay across his knees, shining even in the
| eaden sunlight that crept through the clouds. It was very
like the one Kimhad glinpsed at Bram ngham Pl ace, but she
woul dn't have wagered a farthing one way or the other on
this being the same article.

"Where did you come by this?" Hunch demanded sus-
pi ci ously.

"One thing at a tine, Hunch," Mirelon responded. "Let
me have a look at it first."

"No, you don't," said a new voice as Miirelon reached for

the platter.

The surly tone was unm stakably Jack Stower's, and Kins
stomach sank as her head swiveled in the direction of the
voi ce. There was no chance that he wouldn't see her now
Then she got a good | ook at him and froze where she stood.



Jack Stower was standing at the rear corner of the wagon

besi de the roan. He had a | arge sack strapped over one shoul -
der In each hand he held a pistol, and his face wore a

f or bi d-

ding scom. "I'll have that there wi cher cheat, and no
ganmon, " he snarl ed.

"Just so," said Mairelon without moving. "Do | bring it to
you, or do you cone and get it?"

"Put it on the ground, there," Stower said, gesturing with
one of the pistols. "Then you and the turnip-pated cove get
over by the fire. Hop it!"

Wth exaggerated care, Maireton lifted the platter and set

it in front of Stower. Then he backed away, his eyes fixed on
Stower's face. "Hunch," he said wi thout turning, and the dour
servi ngman rose and joi ned him

Stower stuck one of his pistols through his belt and swung
the sack down from his shoul der. The coarse fabric stretched
and shifted around sonething |arge and flat and rectangul ar
as

he lowered it to the ground Kimstared at the sack in sudden
wild surm se.
"Now you, boy," Stower said, taking the second pisto
fromhis belt and ainming it at Miirelon and Hunch once
nore. "You take that w cher cheat and —Kim"

"Surprise,"” Kimsaid sourly. "Long way from London, ain't
it, Stower?"

Stower's face darkened. "I'Il London you' You think you're
going to nick a few of the yell ow boys Laverham s offering,
don't you? Well, you ain't getting nothing. This is ny |ay,
see? How d you get here ahead of ne, anyways!? You didn't
follow the old cove fromthe inn. 1'd a seen you."

"Just luck," Kim managed. She felt sick. After Stower's
hints, Mirelon and Hunch woul d never trust her again.

"Sorry, Master Richard," Hunch said in tones of chagrin. "I
t hought as | 'ad shook "emoff the trail in London."

"But M Stower wasn't in London," Mirelon said, and
Kimnearly junped when she felt the unnistakable crystalline
quality of the words. Surely Miirelon couldn't nean to try a
spell on a man hol ding two pistols at his head!

"He was in Ranton Hill," Mirelon went on, and the sharp
edge of mmgic was clearer and nore threatening than before.
"He should still be in Ranton Hill. He should go back to
Ranton Hill before something happens to him tzay mm po,
fedteef!"

Jack Stower's face contorted, as if in fear or pain. He gave
a strangled cry and hurled one of his pistols at Mirelon.
Instantly Hunch dove sideways, knocking Mairelon out of the



way as Stower turned and plunged into the wood behind the
wagon. Kimthrew herself down as the pistol hit the ground
and went off, sending a bullet whistling through the enpty
air where Mairelon's chest had been a nmonent before.

"The shotgun, Hunch," Miirelon said, panting slightly.
"He's still got one pistol, and that spell was only a
makeshift. It won't hold himlong."

Hunch rolled to his feet and ran for the wagon w thout
wasting time on words of acknow edgnent. Kim picked her-
self up and foll owed, pausing Just |ong enough to scoop up
Jack's bag and the silver platter that lay beside it.

Mai rel on

was the | ast one inside. He barred the door behind him then
reached up and pressed a knothole in the ceiling.

There was a barely audible click. Mairelon set his palns flat
agai nst the ceiling and pushed, and a two-foot section lifted
up half an inch, then slid back out of the way. "The gun and
alift, Hunch, if you please," Miirelon said softly.

"You 'adn't ought to be doing this, Master Richard,"” Hunch
grunbl ed, but he handed Mairelon the shotgun and knelt.

Mai reton set a hand on the edge of the opening in the ceiling
and a foot in Hunch's cupped hands, and a norment later slid
noi sel essly out onto the roof of the wagon.

Ki m wat ched this performance with consi derabl e adnira-

Tion. The speed and smoothness with which it was done

spoke of nuch practice, and she was inpressed by the fore-
t hought that had designed the hidden panel in the ceiling.
After a noment, it occurred to her to wonder just how often
Mai rel on and Hunch had had to nake use of this particul ar
device. It threw a whole new light on their possible doings
in

t he past.

The minutes ticked slowy by. At last, Miirelon' s head re-

appeared in the opening. "No sign of him" the magician said.
"He's gone for now Here." He handed the shotgun down to

Hunch, then clinbed down through the hole. "I'll have to see
about setting up some wards, we can't have people popping in
and wavi ng pistols around whenever they feel like it. It's
be-

com ng al together too popular a sport to ignore.”

"Li ke that Aberford cove the other night," Kimsaid, nod-
di ng.

"And just what 'as that got to do with all this?" Hunch
demanded. "What 'ave you been at while |I've been gone,
Master Ri chard?"

"Back to that again? Really, Hunch, |I'm beginning to think
you' re prudish, and | see no reason for Kimand nme to el abo-
rate on our relationship nmerely to satisfy your vulgar curi-
osity. Particularly when we have nore inportant things to
do." Mairelon smled beatifically at Hunch's outraged expres-
sion and waved toward the sack Ki mwas hol di ng. "Just open



that up, Kim so we can see what our M. Stower has been
haul i ng about the countryside."

Ki m deposited the silver platter on the floor and began
westling with the knots at the nouth of the sack. She got
them | oose at |ast and reached inside. A nmonent |ater she
held up a large silver platter, to all appearances identica
to the one on the floor.

"Well, well," said Mairel on "What have we here?" He
reached out and took the platter fromKim and a frown
creased his forehead.

"It |ooks like this other one,"
platter with her toe

Ki m sai d, nudging the first

"That's exactly what it is," Miirelon said. "Exactly."
"What does that nmean?" Hunch said in a resigned tone.
"It neans that it's another fake," Mairelon replied.

El GHTEEN

Hunch stared at the platter in Mairelon's hands. "Another
fake?" he said at last. "You nean that one— he nodded at the
platter on the floor, "—ain't the Saltash Platter, either!?"
"That is correct,” Miirelon said. He turned the second

copy over in his hands, studying it with a thoughtful expres-
sion. "Kim" he said suddenly, "bring it over here and hold
it

up so | can |l ook at them both."

Kimdid as she was instructed. Mairelon peered intently at

a section of the platter he held, then turned to Kims. After
a nonent, he returned to the first platter and repeated the
process. There was a smear of dust above his |left eyebrow,
and

Ki m wonder ed how he coul d keep fromnoticing it, even if

his reflection was blurred by the intricate patterns incised
on the surface of the platters.

Finally Mairelon set his platter on the counter Wth a re-
lieved sigh, Kimdid the sane; Saltash Platter or not, al
that silver was heavy Mairelon stared absently down at them
bot h.

"Wl | ?" Hunch demanded.

“Two copies,” Mairelon said, nore as if he were thinking
aloud than as if he were answering Hunch. "Two identical cop-
ies. ldentical right down to the scuffs and scratches.
Whoever

made these wasn't working froma description or fromdraw

i ngs."

"Then he had the real one to copy?" Kimsaid tentatively.

"I would be willing to bet onit,” Mairelon replied. "So if
we find the silversmith, we'll find the Saltash Platter."



Hunch snorted. "Sounds to nme as if you're back where you
started, Master Richard."

"Not quite," Mairelon said, and smiled. "There's only one
person in this area who's had the platter |ong enough to make
copi es. Freddy Meredith."

"Meredith?" Kimsaid incredulously. "You' re bammn' ne!

That sapskul | ?"

"Il admit it doesn't sound likely," Mirelon conceded. "But
who el se is there? Branmi nghamonly had the platter for a day
or so, he couldn't have gotten one copy made in that tine,
much | ess two. None of the other, er, interested parties has
even been in Ranton Hilt |ong enough, much | ess had the
piatter in his possession.”

"\What about that Aberford cove?" Ki m objected.

"Well, yes, | suppose he ought to be considered a pos-
sibility," Mairelon said. "But | don't think he would have
tried to burgle Bram ngham Pl ace the other night unless he
t hought the platter there was the real one.™

"Bur gl e Branmi ngham Pl ace?" Hunch said. His lips tight-
ened, causing his nustache to wiggle alarmngly. "Master
Ri chard—=

"Yes, | hadn't forgotten about you," Mairelon interrupted.
He seated hinmself on top of the chest and | ooked at Hunch
with an air of expectancy. "I assume Shorehamtold you
somet hing worth hearing, or you wouldn't have come back so
promptly. Let's have it."

Hunch roll ed his eyes. Kim suppressed an inmpulse to grin,
as nmuch at Mairelon's tactics as Hunch's reaction. She won-
dered how | ong Mairel on woul d be able to keep from expl ai n-
ing to Hunch just what he had been doing in his henchman's
absence. She sat down cross-1|egged on the fl oor and waited
for Hunch to begin.

"'Oo do you want to 'ear about first?" Hunch asked.
"Jack Stower, since he has intruded on us so recently."

"'"E's a nasty piece o' work," Hunch said. “"E lives in St
Gles, far as anyone can tell, thieving and suchlike. Lord
Shoreham says 'e ain't no different fromnost of the scum as
follows '"is profession, and the nost interesting thing about
"imis '"is master."

"Who is Dan Laverham" Mairelon said. "We'l|l have him
next, but not before we're finished with M. Stower. D d
Shor eham find out when Stower |eft London?"

""E left the day after we did," Hunch replied. "Lord
Shor eham f ound someone '00 was drinking Blue Ruin with
the night afore '"e left, and 'e says Stower was munbling
"ints

about some errand 'e was going to do for M. Laverham™

i m



Mai rel on | ooked i nterested. "H nts? What sort of hints?"

"Mysterious 'ints," Hunch said. "Lord Shoreham didn't say
no nore than that."

"How | i ke him" Mairelon murrmured. "Very well. What
about M Laver han?"

""E's a bit of a puzzle. "Elives in the rookery, but '
dresses and talks like one o' the ton. And 'e went to
"Arrow. "

e

"Harrow " Mairelon | ooked startled. "How did a boy From
St. Gles get into a school like that? He is fromSt. G les?"

"Far as Lord Shoreham knows," Hunch said, nodding. "As
for "Arrow, sonebody paid 'is fees."

"He's probably the by-bl ow of soneone with both a con-
science and the noney to indulge it, then," Mirelon said

t houghtfully. "Unfortunately, the conbination is not so un-
usual that it is instantly apparent who Laverhamnm s presuned
parent is."

That's what Lord Shoreham t hought," Hunch said. "'E said
'e'dtalk to sone of '"is friends in the City and see if one
of "emcould track the noney, but it ain't much of a chance."

"I wonder how well Laverhamdid at Harrow? They're
strong in Latin and Greek and wi zardry, as | recall."
Ki m choked. "You nean Dan Laverhamis a Wzard?"

"I'f he was educated at Harrow, he ought to know the
basics, at least,” Miirelon replied. "Don't let it trouble
you. "

"Easy enough for you to say," Kimnuttered. She didn't
know what a first-class frog-naker could do to someone, but
hal f-formed i nages of the horrible possibilities whirled

t hrough her nmind. Their very vagueness nade them worse
than actual know edge woul d have been

"Anyt hi ng el se?" Mairel on asked, turning back to Hunch.
"M . Laverham'as a name in sonme parts as the man to see if
you want sonething done and you ain't fussy about 'ow 'E
ain't never been caught doing nothing wong, though "
"That's Dan, all right,"” Kimsaid in an undertone.

"Yes, thanks to Kim we probably have nore infornmation
about M. Laverhamis crimnal activities than Shoreham
does," Mirelon said. "D d he have anything to say about
Marston or Fenton?"

"M . Jasper Marston is 'ead over ears ‘n debt," Hunch told
them “'E s supposed to be rusticating right now, to get away
from'is creditors.”

"And Lady Granleigh has promised to assist himto a rich
marriage if he helps her with whatever |abyrinthine plans she
has set in notion," Muirelon said.



Hunch | ooked startled. "' Ownv do you know t hat ?"

"Ki moverheard themtalking," Mirelon said.

"'E's Lady Granleigh's younger brother, and Lord Shoreham
said 'e was a bit of a slowtop,"” Hunch resuned. "Wen 'e
ain't wasting 'is noney on cards and 'orses, 'e does what 'is
sister tells "im"

"That has becone fairly evident. Shorehamdidn't nention
Marston's man, Stuggs, did he?"

"No. "
"Ah, well. One can't have everything, and | didn't ask."

Mai rel on stared pensively at the wi ndow for a nonment. Then
he | ooked up and said, "I believe that |eaves Janes Fenton."

Hunch grinned. The unaccustoned expression rmade him

| ook positively fiendish, and Kimwas conpletely taken aback
by the change. Mairelon took one | ook and came to attention
like a skilled sharper sighting a prom sing dupe.

"Fenton's the black sheep of 'is famly," Hunch said, stil
with that disturbing grin. "They're npstly respectabl e
trades-

men 'E seened clever, so they "ad 'imput into service. 'E
started off as a footman."

"Indeed " Miirelon's eyes narrowed. "And what house was
he in service to?"

"Lord St. Clairs,"” Hunch said with great satisfaction
"St. dair?"

"And 'e was dism ssed the day after the Col ony Queen |left the
docks," Hunch added.

"Huh?" said Kim

"The Col ony Queen was the ship Hunch and | took when we,

er, fled the country after the Saltash Set was stolen,” Mair-
el on said. "So Fenton was disnmissed right after the theft was
bl amed solidly on ne, was he? | wonder if he knows sone-
thing about it."

"Lord Shoreham thought 'e mght," Hunch said. "'E al so
t hought you'd be interested in knowi ng that on the night the
Sal tash Set was stolen Fenton 'ad sone unschedul ed free
Time."

"Unschedul ed? You nean he took French | eave?"

"No, 'e "ad Lord St. Clairs perm ssion," Hunch said. "'E just
wasn't supposed to 'ave that night off, Lord Shoreham says."

"Well, if Shoreham says Fenton was supposed to be work-
ing that night, he's probably right," Mairelon said. "I don't



know how he comes up with these things, but he hasn't been
m st aken once in five years. \Wat has Fenton been doing
since he, er, left St dair?"

"Mucki ng about 'ere and there. 'E did a few jobs for sone
of dem 'ousebreakers, but 'e ain't 'ad no honest work unti
si x weeks ago, when 'e upped and 'ired on at Meredith's

' ouse. "

"Six weeks," Miirelon said, frowning. "Time enough for
himto find out about the platter and notify St. Cair, if
that was why he was here. But if St. Clair let himgo—=

"Couldn't it have been a blind"?" Kimsaid "That Lord St
Clair, he sounds tike a fly cove; naybe he didn't want any
ties to a looby like Fenton. If the two of them nabbed that
silver stuff you're always on about, then—=

Mai rel on shook his head. "No, no, | can't believe St. dair
was involved in the original theft. He'd have to be
conpletely

lost to all sense of honor."

"And | suppose he wasn't a Captain Sharp if all he did was
peach on you to the nabbing cults?" Kimsaid scornfully.

"I't's not the sanme thing," Miirelon said.

"I don't see why not," Kimtold him "Anyway, |lords aren't
that different fromother folks. If they want sonethin' bad
enough, they'll try to get it however they can, and never
mnd the right and wong of it."

"What a remarkably cynical philosophy to find in one so
young," Mairelon said, staring at Kim

Ki m shrugged, only half understanding. "I'm not that
young, |I'mrising seventeen, | think. And | don't see what ny
age has to do with how people are."

The nuscles in Mairelon's jaw tensed, and for a nmonent he

| ooked positively angry. Then he said gently, "It's not a
mat -

ter of how people are, Kim it has to do with how t hey ought
to be. We'll discuss it some other time, perhaps. Though I
still don't think St. dair had anything to do with the
theft, if only because he'd have kept the Saltash Set for

hi msel f in-

stead of splitting it up and selling it. He'd had his eye on
it for years; he wouldn't have given it up easily."

"Ch," Kimsaid, disappointed. "Then we still don't know
who stole it?"

"Don't | ook so cast down," Mairelon said. "We'll find out
eventual ly. Meanwhile, we have a few other things to take
care of."

"What things?" Hunch asked, squinting suspiciously at his
nast er.



"St Cair is staying at Bram ngham Pl ace," Mirelon said.

"So is Renee D Auber. And it is evidently no secret that the
Saltash Platter—er rather, an exceedi ngly good copy—was

in Henry Bram ngham s possession until the night before |ast.
| doubt very much that all this is nerely a coincidence."

" g2

"So | want to know how Shoreham s secret information on
t he whereabouts of the Saltash Platter nanaged to reach so

many people in so short a tinme," Mairelon said. "Also, |'m
worri ed about Renee. She was supposed to neet ne at the
druids' hill over an hour and a hal f ago, but she never
arrived. |'mgoing to Bram ngham Place to see if | can find
out why."

"I thought you didn't want that Lord St. Clair see'n you,"
Kimobjected. "Ain't—sn't that why you sent me over there
yest er day?"

"It is, which is why you're coming with me. Don't argue,
Hunch, you've had a long ride and you shoul d rest Keep the
shot gun handy in case that Stower fellow turns up again. |'ll
set up the warding spells when we get back."

"Now, see 'ere. Master Richard!" Hunch said. "You ain't a-
going to take that girl with you, not if | 'ave anything to
say about it. Like as not, she's working for that M.

Laver ham "

Kimscow ed fiercely at Hunch to hide a sudden, strong
inclination to cry. Stower's accusations hadn't gone un-
noticed, after all, and she had no way of proving that he was
wong. "I ain't'" she said, but she had little hope of being
bel i eved.

"Real ly, Hunch " Mairelon's tone was mild, but Hunch
stiffened and sat back, eyeing his master wanly. "You
forget,"

Mai rel on went on, "I questioned Kimmyself, with the Saltash
Bow to conpel her to be truthful. O do you remenber that,
and doubt ny skill"?"

"I"d forgot," Hunch said, plainly chagrined. "But—

"No," Mairelon said in the sane mld tone. "No buts. Spel

or no spell, Kimhas earned the right to be trusted. You owe
her an apol ogy. "

"No, he don't," Kimsaid hastily. Hunch | ooked at her in
surprise, and she hurried on, "I'd forgotten about that spel
nmysel f. | thought sure you'd take Stower's gab for truth. |
woul d have. So he don't owe me nothin'."

"Doesn't," Mairel on said.

"What ?" Kim said, nonmentarily at sea.

"Hunch doesn't owe you anything. W'Ill leave it at that."



Hunch nodded, still wearing a faint expression of surprise.
Mai rel on | ooked at Kim and added in a severe tone, "You
have been doing well w th your |essons, but you tend to fal
back on cant phrases and poor grammar when you get excited
about something. Try to be nore careful.”

Ki m f ought down a desire to laugh in relief. She felt
positively light-headed and didn't trust herself to say any-
t hi ng, so she sinply nodded.

"Good W'll be going, then " Mirel on paused and | ooked

at Hunch, who was chewi ng on his nmustache but w sely re-
trained fromcomenting. Mairelon smiled "I'll send Kim

back if | need you for anything, but |I doubt that I will. And
per haps you'd better pack while we're gone, we mght want to
nove the wagon in case Stower takes it into his head to cone
back with a friend or two. Assuming, of course, that he has a
friend or two. Don't forget the shotgun "

"I won't," said Hunch. "And don't you forget to watch for
that there Stower, neither. 'E might follow you instead of
com ng back 'ere.”

Mai rel on nodded and beckoned to Kim Wth sone cau-

tion, he opened the wagon door, but there was no sign of
Jack Stower. "Come along," Mairelon said to Kim and
started briskly for the road. Kimstared after himfor a no-
ment, realizing suddenly that she had let herself in for an-
ot her two-hour wal k out to Bram ngham Pl ace and back
Cursing mentally, she ran to catch up

NI NETEEN

The wal k to Bram ngham Pl ace was every bit as long as Kim
remenbered. To make nmatters worse, Miirelon decided that Kim
needed nore practice with her speech | essons and drilled her
nercil essly as they hiked al ong. He stopped only when an ap-
proaching rider or cart distracted his attention, but as they
saw only three during the entire trip this did not give Kim
much respite.

At the edge of the manor grounds, Miirelon turned down a
narrow side lane along a tall hedge. Kimfollowed, relieved
by the end of the | essons and equally glad that she woul d not
have to face the long trudge up the formal drive. Al those
rows of trees and carefully positioned shrubs nade her un-
confortabl e.

"There ought to be a gap al ong here sonmewhere,"” Mirelon
muttered a few minutes later. "I didn't think it was this
far."

"Maybe they've plugged it up since you were here," Kim
sai d.

Mai rel on | ooked at her, then at the hedge. "You know, |
think you may be right. Well, we'll just have to push our way
t hr ough, then."



"Coul dn't we go around?" Kimasked w thout much hope.

When Mairel on took a notion, he was stubborn as a hackney
coachman wanting full fare in advance. "This ain't—sn't the
way we cane the other night."
"It isn't dark now, either," Miirelon pointed out. "Unless
Brami ngham has replanted the entire grounds since | was here
last, there's a wood on this side that will screen us from

t he

house. The other way, there's a vista fromthe South Lawn.
We'd be seen at once.”

"Right," said Kimgloomly. "Wat are you plannin' to do
when we get up by the house?"

"Il work that out when we get there," Miirelon said. "I
thi nk the bushes are thinner here, follow nme, and m nd your
head. "

Wth considerable difficulty and nore than a few scratches,
they forced their way through the thin spot in the hedge.
When they energed into the little wood on the other side,
Maireton's clothes were covered with | eaves and twi gs, there
were several snags in the previously snooth surface of his
coat, and one sleeve sported a | ong snear of nud that ended
inasmll tear. Kimhad fared little better, but she hadn't
been wearing gentry togs.

"Hunch isn't going to be happy when he sees what you' ve
done to themclothes,” Kimsaid.

"Do you think so?" Mairelon said He brushed the | eaves
and twigs fromhis shoul ders, ignoring the ones caught in his

hair, and studied his nmud-flecked sleeve. "It is a tittle ex-
treme, | suppose. Well, there's no help for it now | think

t he

house is—

The echo of a shot from somewhere nearby cut Mirelon

off in md-sentence. H s head whi pped around and his eyes

wi dened. 'That was a pistol," he said, and started running in
the direction of the noise.

Ki m choked back a shout of dismay and ran after himwhile

her mind listed in a remarkably clear fashion all the reasons
why this was intensely foolish. Shots were something you ran
away from not toward. Someone el se m ght have heard and
roused the house. They woul d be taken up for poachers.

They shoul d sherry off while they had the chance. She shoul d
sherry off while she had the chance.

The list came to a sudden end as she broke out of the

woods into one of the tree-lined alleys she so disliked.

Mai r -

el on was several steps ahead of her, slowing to halt beside
an

anonymous figure in a dark blue coat that |lay sprawl ed on the
ground at the edge of the woods. As Kim skidded to a stop
next to him she caught a glinpse of someone running off
through the trees. The distance was too great for her to get



nore than a vague inpression of a dark shape, but Kimdidn't
care. What mattered was that he was going in the right direc-
tion — away.

Mai rel on went down on one knee and reached under the

collar of the blue coat with one hand. "He's dead," he said
He shifted and bent to grip the corpse's shoulders, then
gently turned it over.

"Fenton!" said Kim She felt very odd, |ooking down at the
enpty, staring eyes and sl ack face. She had seen dead nen
bef ore, and even robbed a few, but a fresh corpse in a shad-
owy London alley, weathed in yellow fog, was sonehow

very different fromthe same sight in the cal mgreen coun-
trysi de.

"CGet back, Kim" Mirelon said sharply, as though he had
just renmenbered her and was not at all pleased to find her
standi ng next to him

Not hi ng | oath, Ki m backed up a few paces and | ooked

Around. A large canvas bag lay on the ground a few feet

Away. She stared at it with a sinking feeling, then went over
and picked it up. It was much heavier than she expected, and
she frowned as she tugged at the strings. If it wasn't

anot her

platter, what was it? She got it open at |ast, |ooked inside,
and made a strangl ed noi se.

"What's that?" Mairel on asked, |ooking up. "Another plat-
ter?"

"No," Kimsaid. "It's two of them"

"Two of then?”" Mirelon stood and cane over to her. He

took the sack and put his left hand inside for a nonment, then
shook his head. "And both fakes. Well, at |east now we know
who was responsible for making them"

"W do?" said Kim

"Well, nearly. It has to have been either Fenton or the man
who shot him" Mairelon said. "One of them brought that

bag here, and who would have two false platters except the
man who's been maki ng t hen®?"

"You do," Kimpointed out. "Or you did until just now
Now you' ve got four."

"Yes, well, that's different. W' ve been collecting them not
maki ng them "

"Why couldn't Fenton do that, too?"

Mai rel on sighed. “True. It doesn't seemlikely, but it's pos-
Sible." He stared into the trees for a nmonent, then shook his
head again. "There's no help for it. |I shall have to send you

back to get Hunch."

"What? No! | ain't goin'!" Kimbarely stopped herself from



shri eking. Leave Mairelon alone for over an hour with a dead
body and a killer lurking in the woods, nore than likely?
Leave wi thout having any idea what Fenton had been

doi ng—er what Mairel on was going to do next? Leave now,

and have to pry the story out of Mairelon later?

"I"'mafraid you nmust," Miirelon said. "In case you had for-
gotten, there is a man around with a pistol Once he's had
time to reload, he'll probably recover his courage, and when

he does | would Iike to have Hunch—and the shot gun—near
at hand."

"Then you better go to the wagon yoursel f," Ki m advised
"It ain't goin' to take an hour for the cove to rel oad, and
it'd take that long just for me to wal k back."

True," Mairelon conceded. He frowned down at the bag.

"I don't like leaving bodies lying around, but | can't very
wel | march up to the door of Bram ngham Pl ace and expl ain
mat -

ters, can |I?"

Kimstared at him amazed that he woul d even consi der
such a foolish action. "Wth the Runners after you? Not
hardl y!"

"Yes, there's that, too,"
still

frowning. "Well, let's finish here first, and then decide."
He

handed the canvas sack back to Kim "Hold this."

Mai rel on said absently. He was

Feeling a bit bew ldered, Kimtook the sack and watched as
Mairel on returned to Fenton's corpse. Her bew | der ment
deepened when Mairel on began goi ng through Fenton's

pockets with the brisk professionalismof a London cutpurse.
He ignored Fenton's handkerchi ef, shook his head over a gold
snuf f box and an expensi ve-| ooki ng pair of gloves hidden in-
side Fenton's waistcoat, and frowned at a note he found in
Fenton's jacket. Then, to Kim s conpl ete confusion, he began
patting Fenton's sides and pulling at the henms of his

cl ot hes.

"What are you doin' that for?" Kimdenanded at |ast.

"I'"m checking for—ah!" Mirelon stopped and took a pen-
knife fromhis pocket. Carefully, he made a slit along the
left seam of Fenton's waistcoat; a nonent later, he pulled a
fol ded paper Frominside the |ining.

"Well, well,” Mirelon said, shaking the paper open. "Wat
have we here?"

"How should I know?" Kim said. "How did you know to
ook for it there, anyways?"

"It's a trick the Frenchies used now and then when they had
somet hing inportant to send," Mairelon said. "If it conmes to
that, it's a trick I've used nmyself a time or two...well,
well."



"Well what?" Kimsaid crossly. "What's it say?"

"Unl ess soneone el se finds out about this and gets there
bef ore we do, which seenms unlikely, | believe we have dis-
covered the location of the Saltash Platter at last,"

Mai rel on

said with great satisfaction. He refol ded the paper and
tucked

it into an inner pocket, then rose, dusting his hands.

"You mean he really was makin' those fakes?" Ki m asked,
feeling a little chagrined.

"Probably, but it doesn't matter much any nore. The im
portant thing is that Fenton knew where the real platter is,
and now we do, too."

"Then we can | eave?"
"Not just yet, ny dear," said a new voice "Particularly not
if your friend's nost recent statement is true. | have a

gr eat

deal of interest in the Saltash Platter, you see."

Kimwhirled and felt the blood drain fromher face. "Dan
Laverham " she sai d.

Dan was standi ng next to one of the tall, grey-barked trees
that lined the avenue. He held a pearl-handl ed pistol in each
hand, and beside him stood Jack Stower, simlarly arnmed.
Jack's eyes were fixed wanly on Mairel on, and as Laverham
stepped into the avenue he said, "Be careful, M. Laverhan
That there's the frog-maker | told you about."

"Really " Dan smiled. "Richard Merrill, | assunme?"
"The sane,"” Mirelon said, inclining his head. "May | in-
qui re how you guessed?"

"Ch, cone, now. There aren't many first-class w zards

who' d be out chasing after the Saltash Set. You're far ,too
wel | behaved to be one of the Sons of the whatever, and | am
famliar with Lord St. Cair's appearance. W el se could you
be?"

"You are uncommonly well informed,"” Mairel on observed.

"It is necessary, in ny business,” Dan replied. "Don't try
any spells, by the by. After Jack told ne his little tale, |
prepared a few odds and ends especially to take care of that
sort of inpronptu effort. You wouldn't have a chance." He
gave Mairelon a |l ong, appraising |look that made Kimfee
cold inside, then said in quite another tone, "Mve over by
Kim"

Wt hout conment, Mairelon did so. Dan Laverham t ook

two steps forward and gl anced down at the body. "Janes Fen-
ton. Dear me, how dreadful. And just when | thought he was

finally going to be of sone use to nme, after all. Wll, it



can't be hel ped. By the way, why did you kill hin®"
"I didn't," Miirelon said

"How i nteresting," Dan said. "Jack, go get that bag from
Kim there's a good fellow, and see what's in it. Then |

t hi nk

we had all better be going. You can't depend on amateurs to
do the sensible thing, whoever shot Fenton might decide to
cone back and take a shot or two at us, and that would never
do. Assum ng, of course, that M Merrill is telling us the
truth.”

Jack stuck one of his pistols into his belt and swaggered
over to Kim Silently she handed himthe sack If she hadn't
been so scared, she would have enjoyed the way his expres-
sion changed when he opened the bag and saw what was

i nsi de.

"It's two of themw cher cheats, M. Laverham " Stower
said. "That there frog-maker's gone and doubled the thing!"

"Bring it here," Dan comuanded.

Stower did so, eyeing Mairelon nervously the whole tine,

as if he thought the magician mght make twins of hinself if
he were not watched carefully. Dan felt around inside for a
nmonent, just as Mairelon had, then shook his head. "They're
forgeries- Fenton was probably hoping to pass one of them
off as the real thing. Leave them"

Stower gaped at Dan in disbelief. "Leave thenf? But they're
silver."

"I said, leave them" Dan said sharply. "I don't need any

nore conplications. This— he gave Fenton's body a casua
ki ck, "—s nore than enough."

The canvas sack hit the ground with a thud and a clatter
"Very good," said Dan. "Now, drag our late friend back into
the woods a little, where he won't be so likely to be

noti ced.

| don't want himfound until we're well on our way back to
London.

"I see you were acquainted with the late M Fenton," Mair-
el on said as Jack Stower, glowering, conplied with Dan's
conmmands.

"James was one of ny least reliable men," Dan said. "I was
positively | ooking forward to disposing of himnyself, if I'd
realized he was getting ideas above his station, |I'd have
done

so long before this." He gave the canvas sack a di sapprovi ng
| ook.

"Then Fenton was the one who nade all the fakes!" Kim
sai d before she could stop herself.

"All the fakes? You nean there are others besi des these?"



Dan gave the sack a | ook that should have made it crunble to
dust on the spot. "My, but he was anmbitious. O perhaps
greedy is the proper word; under the circunstances, it's
difficult to be sure. It was Janes, all right. H s el dest
brother is a silversmith."

"The bl ack sheep of 'is famly; they're nostly respectable
tradesnen,'" Mairelon murmured. "1 should have asked
Hunch for details."

"Speaking of platters, | think it's time you told ne where
the real one is," Dan said pleasantly. "It's what f came for
after all."

"I"'mafraid your M. Fenton didn't say,"” Mairelon said with
equal affability.

"I don't care whether he told you where he put it or sinply
gestured so eloquently that the know edge sprang into your

m nd unbi dden,"” Dan said dryly. "I want to know the | ocation
of the Saltash Platter. |I'msure you don't need a list of the
various painful things | could do to your young companion to
make you tal k."

"Quite so," Mairelon said in the gentle tone he used only
when he was particularly angry. Kimglanced apprehensively
at Dan, but he seened oblivious to Mairelon's reaction, and
Kimrealized with a sense of shock that Dan did not know
Mairelon at all. She was so used to taking for granted that
Dan Laver ham knew everyone and everything better than she
did that she barely heard Miirelon continue, "lIt's sonewhere
in the druid lodge. I'mafraid he wasn't any nore specific
than that, but a little searching should turn it up w thout
too much difficulty. The place isn't that large."

"Very good," said Dan. "Jack! Leave that and cone al ong."
He gestured with one of his pistols. "That way, M. Merrill,
and not too fast. Follow hima little to the side, Kim"

"What d'you want them for?" Jack demanded, emerging
fromthe woods with a sour expression. "Pop them and | eave
themw th the other cove."

"You have no imagi nation," Dan responded. "Get that sack
out of sight and nmeet us at the carriage. And don't linger, |
won't wait for you."

As they started up the avenue in the direction Dan had

i ndi cated, Kim glanced back and saw Jack gl are after Dan

He bent and grabbed the open end of the sack, and, with a
strong heave, sent it flying into the trees before he ran to
catch up with Laverham

TVENTY

Dan Laverham directed them down the treelined avenue and
along a bridle path to a wooden gate in the hedge. Kim
remenberi ng

how difficult getting through the hedge had been, gave Mir-
el on a reproachful | ook as Stower opened the gate and waved



them t hrough. Mairelon did not seemto notice, he was
studying Stower in a way that nade Kimvery nervous. After
all, Dan was still behind themw th a pair of guns.

To Kimis relief, Maireton did nothing to annoy Dan, and

they reached the lane with no nore than a few dark | ooks
fromJack Stower. A closed carriage waited near the roadside
the driver's perch occupied by a figure muffled in a shabby,
ill-fitting coat that, to Kim s experienced eye, had the

i nde-

finable aura of the London back streets. The horses were

pl acidly chewing wi sps of grass, and Mairel on gave themthe
same |l ong, considering | ook he had just given Jack

"Ben!" Dan called as he cane through the gate. "W have
anot her stop or two to nake. M. Merrill will give you the
directions.”

Mai rel on gl anced back over his shoul der at Dan. Dan

smled very slightly and lifted one of his pistols a fraction
of an inch. "And they will be clear and w thout any
deliberately misleading bits. Wwn't they, M. Merrill?"

"Of course." Miirelon inclined his head, then turned and
went forward to speak with the coachman. Dan kept his
eyes—and his pistol—fixed on them as he waved Jack for-
ward with his other hand.

"I think you had better ride with Ben," Dan told him "Put
t he guns under your coat, we don't want to attract
attention.”

"You ain't riding in there with two of 'enm," Jack protested.
"What if they junp you?"

"A point," said Dan, showi ng no signs of concern. "Have
t he goodness to hold your gun on M. Merrill while | see to
it that they won't."

Jack nodded with unnecessary force. He stepped forward

and pointed both of his pistols at Mairelon's stomach. Dan

| ooked at him nodded, and turned to Kim "I trust you wll
not attenpt to do anything foolish in the next few m nutes,"”
he said. "It would have nobst unpl easant consequences."

Kimdidn't trust her voice, so she nodded. Dan smled col -
dly and set his right-hand pistol on the step of the

carri age.

"This will only take a norment," he said, putting his hand in
his pocket. He withdrew it al nost inmediately, and when he
uncurled his fingers, Kimsaw two balls resting in his palm
One was a silver sphere, covered with tiny vines and fruit,
that woul d have fit confortably in the circle of Kims thunb
and forefinger. The other was a small, faceted crystal the
size of her thunbnail

Behi nd her, Kimheard a sharp intake of breath from Mair -
el on. Dan | ooked past her and said, "I see you recognize
these, M. Merrill. | hope that nmeans you will be sensible
enough not to interfere. The pieces of the Saltash Set are



tenmperamental to work with when they aren't together."

Wthout waiting for a response, Dan stretched his hand
toward Ki mand began murmuring sharp, crystalline words.
They hung in the air, twisting over and under and around
each other like the streets of London, nmaking an intangible
net between Kimand Dan. Ki m shuddered and took an invol -
untary step backward. Dan Laverhamrai sed his left hand and
made a conplicated gesture, his voice rising as he did so.
The

i nvisible web of words swirled and swept forward, settling
around Kim She froze, waiting for it to do whatever it was
neant to.

Dan gestured agai n, conmandi ngly, and shouted a fina

phrase. The two spheres began to glow with a clear, silver
light. Kimfelt the razor-edged words close in, but the air
bet ween her and the spell was full of a strong, sweet, snoky
scent, and the net of magic could not touch her. She swayed,
light-headed with relief, and the spell swayed with her,

mai n-

taining its fractional distance.

"There," Dan said. He sounded breathless, as if he had
been runni ng, but he spoke in a tone of great satisfaction.
He

returned the two still-glowing balls to his pocket and bent
to

pi ck up his pistol

"An interesting denonstration,"” Mairelon said in a coo
voi ce from behind Kims shoulder. "But what is it supposed to
acconpl i sh?"

"Dear me, | thought you would be able to puzzle that out
for yourself," Dan replied, straightening. "Even under these
adm ttedly adverse conditions."

"You have a high opinion of me," Miirelon answered. "I
recogni zed parts of it, but |I've never seen anything quite
like the whole. You adapted the Saltash truth spells to do
somet hing el se, didn't you?"

"Shut your gob," Jack Stower growl ed, gesturing with his
pi stol s,

"Now, now, don't get carried away, my dear," Dan said to
Jack, "After all, he's quite right." Dan turned to Mairelon
"It's a control spell, or rather, a mnor reworking of the
control portions of the Saltash spells. It therefore has the
same limts as its original, an annoyance | hope to correct
once | have the whole set to study.”

"The sane limts as the Saltash spells?" Mirelon | ooked
fromKimto Dan and shook his head. "That can't be very
convenient. Only one person at a tinme, only one use per
person, tine limt-what is the tinme limt on your contro
spell, by the way? | know how long it is for the Saltash
spells.”



“Two hours,"” Dan answered. "Long enough for nme to re-
trieve the Saltash Platter and Bow and be well on nmy way
back to London. Providing, of course, that we don't waste
any nore time. Into the carriage.”

Kimblinked, realizing that this |ast comand was directed

at her. She felt no particular conpulsion to follow Dan's or-
ders, though she could still sense his spell hovering around
her. She stared at Dan for a nonment, her mnd whirling, and
suddenly the pieces cane together. Dan had adapted the Salt-
ash spells into a control spell, but his spell still had the
same flaws as the Saltash spells. It only worked once on any
particul ar person. And over a week before, on their first

ni ght out of London, Mairelon had cast the Saltash truth
spell on Kimto find out what her |lay was. That was why Dan's
con-

trol couldn't touch her!

There were, however, two pistols still pointed at Mirelon
and he and Ki mwere outnunbered three to two, counting

t he phl egmatic coachman. It would clearly be nmuch better to
follow Dan's directions for a while. As |long as he thought
hi s

spel | was working, he wouldn't pay too nuch attention to
Kim and she might get a chance to pi ke off and get Hunch
Kimtook a deep breath and clinbed into the carri age.

"You next, M Merrill," Dan said. "Sit there, next to Kim
Good. " Dan clinmbed in after Mairelon and settled onto the
seat opposite him He pointed his pistols at Miirelon, then
called out the wi ndow, "Up on the box with Ben, Jack. Keep
your pistols handy, but try not to |l et anyone see them W
don't want to attract attention, remenber.”

Jack said sonething Kimcould not hear, and Dan frowned.
"Nonsense. Don't dally, my dear, | haven't tine to waste."

There was a nuffled curse, followed by an assortment of

t hunps as Jack clinmbed up to sit with the coachman. A no-
ment |ater, the coach jerked and started off. "Not nuch of a
driver, your man Ben," Miirelon conmented "Did you bring
hi m out of sentinent, or econony?"

"Neither,"” Dan said with uninpaired good hunmor. "He has
talents other than driving that | thought I mght find
useful . "

There was an undercurrent in Dan's voice that nmade Kim
Shiver. She was all too conscious of the various unpl easant
ways a man could find to survive in London's rookeries, Jack
Stower was the Archbi shop of Canterbury conpared to sone.
She knew not hing of the driver, but she knew enough of Dan
to be sure that she didn't want to | earn. Anyone he spoke of
in those tones was sure to be an ugly custoner.

Dan either did not see Kinms quiver or attributed it to the
nmoti on of the carriage. Miirelon shot her a flickering

gl ance,

then returned his attention to Dan as if he had noticed noth-
ing. A nonment |ater, however, the carnage |urched as he was



shifting his position, and he fell sideways against Kims
shoul der.

"Don't fret," he breathed into her ear, his lips barely nov-
ing. "Sorry, Kim" he added in a | ouder tone as he straight-
ened and resuned his seat.

Kimforgot her worries |ong enough to glare at him "Don't
fret" was probably his idea of a reassuring nessage, but he
couldn't have picked a nore ridiculous thing to say if he'd

t hought about it since the day they net. Don't fret, with Dan
Laverham pointing a pistol at them Jack Stower on the box
with a gun of his own, a dead nan in the woods behind

them and not the faintest hope of a way out of the ness that
she could see! Don't fret, when Dan was about to get his
hands on the blasted platter that all the rogues and half the
gentry for nmiles around were chasing after? Did he take her
for a Bedlamite, or hadn't it occurred to himthat any
reason-

abl e person would fret himself to flinders in a situation

li ke

t hi s?

"I think you should stay firmy seated from now on," Dan
said to Mairelon. "It would be unfortunate, don't you think
if you were to careen into ne that way and ny pistol were to
go off."

"Unfortunate is certainly one word for it," Mirelon

agreed. "You know, as long as we have time for a chat, | was
wonderi ng whether you'd tell me a little nore about that con-
trol spell of yours. It's terribly interesting. Don't you
think it's terribly interesting, KinP"

"A nore tactless comment | have sel dom heard," Dan sai d.

"What ?" Mairelon blinked, then | ooked fromDan to Kim
for a noment and back to Dan. "Ch, yes, | see what you

mean But even so—

There was a loud report from outside the wi ndow, and the
coach jerked to a sudden and uncerenoni ous halt. For a no-
ment, Kimwas convinced that Jack Stower had fired at some-
thing or soneone, then she heard an all-too-famliar voice
cry in ringing tones, "Stand and deliver! In the name of the
Four Holy Things!"

"Jonat han Aberford," Kimsaid, feeling stunned. "That buf-
fl ehead!"

"Ch, Lord, not again," Miirelon said, rolling his eyes.
Laver ham s eyebrows rose "A hol dup, in broad daylight?
On a country road going from nowhere to nowhere else"? It
seens unlikely, on the face of it."

Jack Stower seened to share Dan's opinion "You' re dicked
in the nob," they heard himshout. "M . Laverhamis in this
coach! "



"Stand and deliver!" Jonathan cried again. "Drop your
weapons, or | fire!"

"We've stood, we've stood,"” Jack snarled. "Now what?"
"An excell ent question,” Miirelon nurnured. "I wonder
whet her he's thought of it?"

"If this is some trick of yours— Dan raised a pistol

"it's not a trick," Mairelon said. "It's a druid. In a manner
of speaking, that is. He's harm ess, | think, unless he
happens to have taken the notion that hi ghwaynen al ways shoot
someone just to prove they're serious."

Bef ore Dan coul d respond, they heard a wordl ess yell, a
horse's shrill, frightened neigh, and the sounds of a scuffle
out si de. Dan | eaned over and gl anced out the wi ndow. When

he returned his gaze to Mairelon, his expression had not
changed, but there was an air of satisfaction about him A
nmonent |ater, Jack's face appeared at the w ndow. He was
breat hl ess, and there was a snear of nud across his left
cheek.

"W got the rum padder, M. Laverham" Jack panted.
"What d'you want us to do with hin®"

"Kill him" Laverham said.
"Right." Jack sm|ed, show ng crooked brown teeth.
" Now?"

Dan nodded, then, as Jack turned to go, he frowned and
said, "No, wait. Are you— he gestured at Mairelon with his

pistol, "—quite sure this person is a druid?"
"Well, you can see that he's not rmuch of a hi ghwayman, "
Mairelon said in a reasonable tone. "It probably didn't even

occur to himto bring a spare pistol."

"It don't matter," Jack objected. “The cull tried to pop the

ot of us!"
"Wth only one pistol?" Dan said. "I think not. In any case,
if this inept highwayman is a druid, he'll know where to | ook

for the platter once we get to the lodge. We'll bring him
al ong. "

"But, M. Laverham—

"Don't argue, mny dear, just do it." Dan studied Mirelon

for a noment, then sniled unpleasantly. "You'll have to be
tied, of course," he said to the magician. "I'mnot foo
enough to | eave you free with the carriage as crowded as it's
going to be. Kim"

Kimjerked, startled by the unexpected conmand. "What ?"
"There's a bit of rope under the seat." Dan pointed with his

left hand. "Get it and tie your conpanion's hands. And see
you do a good job of it I won't—=



The carriage door swung open, and Jack Stower shoved the
unfortunate Jonat han forward, so that he staggered against
the step. "Where do you want him M. Laverhan?" Jack
asked.

"In a moment, Jack," Dan replied. “Tie him Kim"

Remenberi ng suddenly that she was supposed to be under
Dan's spell of control, Kimbent and rummaged under the
seat for the rope. She straightened and turned sideways to
face Mairelon- "Hold out your hands," she said in a flat
Voi ce.

Mairel on did so, his gaze fixed on Kinms face. Kim dropped
her eyes, wondering whet her Mirel on knew she was faking.
Wll, he'd figure it in another mnute. She | ooped the rope
around his wists and pulled hard for Dan's benefit, then fed
the ends through the conplex pattern Mirelon had shown

her on their first day out of London

When she finished, she | ooked up. Mairelon was still star-
ing fixedly at her face, his expression unreadable. "There,"
Kimsaid. "You won't get out of that in no hurry."

"No?" Mairelon said. He | ooked down at |ast, and went stil
as he recognized the trick knot. He raised his head to | ook
at

Kimagain and said very deliberately, "I see.™

"Kimlearned to tie knots down on the docks," Dan said,
m sinterpreting Mairelon's reaction. "Now, Jack, let's have
t he druid hi ghwayman."

Jack shoved Jonathan again, and it was nore by |uck than

pl anning that this tine Jonathan stunbled up the step and
into the carriage. He was hatl ess, one of the capes on his
coat was torn, and there was a reddened area on his left
cheek that woul d make a splendid bruise in another day or so.
H s awkward progress was due to the sock he had used as a
mask At sone point during his encounter with Dan's nen,

the sock had slipped to one side, and the hol es Jonat han had
cut init were now centered over his nose and right tenple.
Ki m al nost | aughed al oud.

"This is entirety unnecessary," Jonathan said in a calm
voi ce, but his hands shook as he raised themto pull the sock
off his head. "I'm Jonathan. It was just a bet, and— He
stopped short as the sock cane off and he saw the occupants
of the coach

"I see you weren't expecting us," Dan said, pointing his
pistols inpartially at Jonathan and Mairelon. "Not that it
matters. Tie him too, Kim"

"What ?" Jonat han stared as if he couldn't believe what he
had just heard. "You don't nean it' Look, my nane's Aber-
ford; if you stop at the next house, they'll vouch for ne.
You

don't have to bring a magistrate into it"



"I don't intend to," Dan said. He lifted his pistol again for
enphasi s and added, "Just hold still while Ki mworks."

"What's goi ng on here?" Jonathan demanded, finally taking
in Mairelon's bound hands and runpl ed appearance. "This is
an outrage!"

"No nore so than a holdup in the mddle of the norning,"
Dan said. "You're hardly in a position to criticize. Jack!"

VWhi | e Jonat han spluttered and Ki mrepeated her perfor-

mance with another piece of rope, Dan held a brief conversa-
tion with Jack through the open carriage door. According to
Jack, Jonathan had come gal |l opi ng out of the trees, blazing
away with his pistol. The frightened carriage horses had
reared, tangling their harness and causing the coach to
bounce to a halt. When Jonathan, with typical single-mnd-
edness, had turned his back on the coachmen in his eagerness
to open the carriage door, Jack had jumped him

"Not badly done," Dan said. "However, we've wasted
enough time here. Go help Ben with the horses.™

"I ain't no horse coddler," Jack grunbled, but did as he was
told, and in a few m nutes the coach began to nove again.

TVENTY ONE

Vell, M. Aberford," Dan said, settling back against the rear
wal | of the coach, "tell me what you thought you were goi ng
to

acconplish with your little masquerade. And please, don't try
to put me off with that tarradi ddl e about a bet. What were
you really after?"

"I had a bet," Jonathan repeated doggedly. "Wth—with
Robert Choiniet. He said | couldn't pull it off without being
Recogni zed. "

"He was right," Mairelon murnmnured
"Quiet," Dan said. "I'mafraid | don't believe you, M. Ab-
erford, | think you were after something el se. The Saltash

Pl atter, perhaps?"

"The what ?" Jonat han's puzzl enent was unfeigned. "I've
never heard of it."

"You call it the Sacred Dish," Mirelon put in.
Jonat han jerked upright in his seat as if soneone had stuck
a pinin him banging his head against the roof of the coach

"What do you know of the Sacred Di sh?"

"Not nearly as nuch as I'd like," Mairelon said, "For in-
stance, how did you and your druids get hold of it? And how



does it happen that you don't have the smallest notion what
it
really is?"

"I told you to be quiet," Dan said.

"When Queen Dick rules,” Kimnuttered, her annoyance

with Mairelon nonentarily getting the better of her fear of
Dan. She was as curious as Miirelon about the druid's be-
havi or, but she knew enough to keep her nouth shut when
someone had a pistol pointed at her

Dan gave her a piercing |look, but just then the coach

sl owed and | urched through a sharp turn, distracting him He
| eaned si deways and peered out the wi ndow. "It doesn't mat-
ter now. W appear to be arriving."

"Not quite yet, but soon," Mairelon said. "The |odge is
around the back side of the hill."

"You aren't—you can't-what are you going to do?"
Jonat han sai d.

"Look for sonething | ... mislaid a few years ago," Dan
answered. "And you are going to help."

Jonathan's jaw tightened. "No. | won't. | won't let you des-
ecrate our meeting place.”

"Let? My dear boy, how do you propose to stop me?" Dan
said, shirting his pistol just enough to call attention to
its

pr esence.

"Yes, and what do you expect us to do?" Mirel on asked
Jonathan in tones of great interest. "Or to put it another
way, just what would 'desecrate' a place where you and your
friends drink, dice, and wench until al nost dawn?"

Jonathan turned a dull red and did not answer. The coach
bunped to a stop and Dan reached through the w ndow and
unl atched the door. "Qut," he said. Mirel on shrugged and
clinmbed out, steadying hinmself awkwardly with his bound
hands. Jonat han sat back, | ooking stubborn

Dan sighed. "Don't be foolish, dear boy. If you stay here,
you have no hope of keeping nme from doi ng whatever out-
rageous things you think I am planning. And | assure you that
if you decide to be obstinate, | shall make it a point to

t hi nk of something particularly outrageous.™

Jonat han hesitated, then gave in. Waring a ferocious
scow , he craw ed out of the coach. Kimstarted to foll ow,
but Dan put out an arm and bl ocked her. "After nme," he said
"And from now on, you are to do nothing and say nothing
unless | tell you. Do you understand?"

"I understand,"” Kimsaid sullenly.

"CGood. Now, after ne."



When Kim canme blinking out into the light, she saw Jack
Stower hol ding his pistol on Jonathan Aberford while Dan
kept Mairelon covered. She glanced longingly at the woods,
but she did not try to run. There was no cover close by, and
Dan woul dn't so nuch as pause to consider before shooting
Her. Even the unexpected failure of his control spel

woul dn' t

sl ow hi mdown. She'd stand a better chance of nicking the
Queen's garters at high noon on the steps of Bucki ngham
Pal ace than she woul d of getting away now. Reluctantly she
joined the others.

"Ben, you wait for us here," Dan commanded. “The rest of

you will cone inside and help |ook for the platter. You
first,

M. Mrrill."

Mai rel on wal ked over to the door of the lodge. "It's
Locked. "

"I't shouldn't be W never— Jonat han stopped short and
pressed his lips together, as if he were afraid he was giving
vital secrets away to an eneny.

"No matter," Dan said He waved his free hand in a sweep-
ing invitation "Kim Open the door."

Even nore reluctantly than before, Kimwal ked forward

and pulled her bit of wire out of her pocket. As she knelt in
front of the | odge door, Miirelon gave her an encouragi ng

wi nk. She did not dare respond, for Dan was watching her,

but her hands did not shake at all as she inserted the wire
in

t he keyhol e and began wiggling it against the tunblers.

The [ ock was not hing special, but Kimtook her time with

It. After her experience with Mairelon's nagic trunk, she was
not inclined to take chances, particularly since this |odge
al so belonged to a bunch of frog-makers. Then, too, she
didn't

much want to flaunt her skill in front of Dan It'd only give
hi m anot her reason for wanting to get his dabbers on her

"Losing your touch, dear boy?" Dan said. "I hope not."

The threat below the words was plain. Kimgave her wi st

a final turn, wondering as she did whether Dan had forgotten
t hat she was supposed to be acting under his conmand or

whet her he just enjoyed threatening people. "It's open," she
sai d, rising.

"Good. M. Merrill." Dan nodded toward the door. Mair-

el on gave himan ironic bow, shoved the door open, and

went in. Jack followed, at Dan's direction, then Jonathan and
Kim Dan hinself cane | ast.

The interior of the | odge was dark and smelled of snoke
and old wine. "Who's pulled the shutters to?" Jonathan de-
manded. "Blast it, can't anyone do anything right?"



"I fail to see— Dan began, when a voice fromthe far
corner of the roominterrupted himin md-sentence.

"Jon? That you? Well, of course it is. Nobody el se would
be so put about by a little thing like shutters. It's al
right, Marianne, it's only Jon."

"Freddy!" said an agoni zed femal e voice in a piercing whis-
per. "Sshhh!"

"But it's only Jon," the first voice said, and a shadowy nal e
figure rose from behind a clunmp of high-backed wi ng chairs.
He stepped forward, peering through the gloom then

stopped short and said with considerabl e indignation, "I say,
Jon, who are all these people you' ve brought al ong? Not the
thing, old boy, not at all the thing. This |odge is supposed
to be private, y'know. "

"Meredith! | mght have guessed," Jonathan said in tones of
| oat hing. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"M ght ask you the same thing," Freddy pointed out. "I ain't
t he one who cane bargi ng through a | ocked door with a
country fair's worth of people.”

"That door isn't supposed to be | ocked! The Sons of the
New Dawn should be free to come and go as they please; we
agreed on that at the very beginning!"

"This is all very interesting," Dan said in a bored voi ce,
"but I do have a fewthings to do here, and time presses. |If
you—and your no doubt charm ng conpanion—aill just join

the others here, M. Meredith, we can begin."

"Who's this?" Freddy said w thout noving- "Sone junped-
up Gt? Really, Jon—=

"Freddy!" The femal e whisper was, if possible, nore ago-
ni zed than before. "Make them go away!"

Freddy turned his head back toward the corner. "lI'mtry-
ing, Marianne- But it ain't an easy sort of thing. Jon's a
stubborn fell ow Maybe he would if you asked him" he added
hopefully. "I mean, favor to a lady and all that. Jon's a
gen-

tl eman, after all."

"But | can't! Ch, | can't!"

"The | ady doth protest too much,"™ Mairel on nurmnured.
"It doesn't matter," Dan Laverham said, ignoring Mirelon
He seened a little put out by Freddy's deternined thick-
headedness. "M. Aberford isn't the one you have to con-
vince. Do as | tell you."

Freddy | ooked at Dan with an expression of polite hauteur
t hat changed quickly to incredulity. "Jonathan! That fell ow

has— He broke off and gl anced back over his shoul der, then



| owered his voice and continued, "I think that fellow has a
gun. "

"He certainly does," Jonathan said, disgusted. "And only a
sapskul | like you would take ten mnutes to notice it."

"Enough of this nonsense,” Dan said. "Kim find sonething
to tie themw th, and open the shutters while you' re about
it.

W can't hunt for the platter in this light. Jack, get that
blithering fool and his doxy over with the rest of them"

"Right," Jack said with an evil smirk, while Freddy splut-
tered a halfhearted protest. He sidled between a settee and a
| ow, solid-Iooking table toward the darkened corner from

whi ch Freddy had emerged. Kimthrew back the first pair of
shutters, letting the dusty grey sunlight |ight up another
cluster of chairs and a side table stacked with cards and

not her - of - pear| marker chi ps.

A moment | ater, there was a quavering fem nine shriek
fromthe far corner. "A pistol! Ch, it isn't |loaded, is it?"

"Be a lot of use that way, wouldn't it?" Jack sneered. "Mve
it,"

Ki m gl anced back as she opened a second set of shutters,
and her eyes wi dened in surprise. The distraught and sone-
what di shevel ed young woman whom Jack was pulling, with
evident relish, fromher hiding place was the | ovely bl onde
who had been with Lady Granleigh in the carriage at the inn
that first day in Ranton Hill. Kimcudgel ed her brain and
sumoned up the girl's nane: Marianne Thornl ey. She

blinked as a few other bits of information came together in
her head, and alnost smiled. So this was the heiress Lady
Granl ei gh intended for her scapegrace brother! Fromthe | ook
of things, Jasper wouldn't have much luck, no matter how
persuasi ve his sister was. Mss Thornl ey seemed to have her
own pl ans.

"My, ny," Dan said. "Gently, Jack; it's not a doxy, it's a
[ ady. "

"M ss Thornley!" Jonat han gasped. "Freddy, have you run
mad?"

"Freddy! Ch, Freddy, do sonething'" Marianne cried Wth

a sudden spurt of strength, she jerked her armfromjack's
grasp and ran to Freddy, where she wapped her arns around
his neck and buried her head in his shoul der, effectively
pre-

venting himfrom doing anything even if he had wanted to.

"Now see what you've done," Freddy said reproachfully to
Dan. He patted Marianne's shoul der in awkward and nean-
i ngl ess reassurance.

"Kim where's that rope?" Dan call ed.

"There ain't none," Kimsaid, throwing open a third set of



shutters. Even with three wi ndows uncovered, the room was

not well lit, but at least it was now possible to nove around
wi thout tripping over a footstool or a bench. From where she
stood, she could even nake out the weaths carved into the
mant el above the big fireplace, if she squinted.

"Well, find sonmething! And hurry it up."” Dan's tenper was
begi nning to fray.

"Are you quite sure you want to keep on with this?" Mir-

el on asked with an air of polite concern. "You're
accumul ati ng

rather a lot of w tnesses, you know, and these three— he

i ndi cat ed Jonat han, Freddy, and the shrinking Marianne wth
a theatrical wave of his bound hands, "—will be m ssed be-
fore long."

Mari anne | ooked up, as if she were about to say sonething,
but before she coul d speak, the door behind Dan swung
open. "Good day," said Gegory St. Clair "I hope |I'm not
interrupting, but I was getting tired of waiting."

In the nomentary silence, St. dair stepped into the | odge
and pushed the door closed with his silver-headed wal ki ng
stick He was dressed for all the world as if he were paying a
nmorning call at the height of the Season in London- Wl ling-
ton coat, striped pantal oons, and Hussar buskins. His cravat
was a snowy expanse of starched linen, and his gloves were
grey kid. Looking at himmade Km's fingers twitch ac-
quisitively.

Both Mairel on and Dan Laverham were staring at St. dair

wi th unconceal ed dislike. Jack didn't seemto know whet her
to aimhis pistol at the new arrival or continue pointing it
at Jonat han and Freddy, who wore identical blank expressions.
Mari anne, on the other hand, clung nore closely to her puz-
zl ed escort and said in faltering tones, "Ch, Freddy, it's
Lord St. Cair."

"Good," said Freddy, relaxing "For a mnute, | thought it
was another Gt."

"St. Cair," Mairelon said in a flat voice. "I should have
expected you."

"Gregory has a habit of turning up where he is not

want ed," Dan said. He spoke as if responding to Mairelon's
comment, but his eyes stayed on Lord St. Clair and his voice
was col d.

"You have a great nmany unappeal i ng habits of your own,

Daniel, but | don't regard them" St. Clair's expression nade
Kimwant to craw behind one of the wing chairs, he | ooked
exactly like Dan in his worst and nost unpredictabl e npods.
He gl anced around the interior of the |odge, then added,
"This time you seemto have outdone yourself, however. |
expected Merrill, but who are all these other people?"

"Lord St. Clair!" Marianne shrieked as his gaze reached her
"You must do sonething, or we shall all be killed!"



"I doubt it," St Clair replied. "Even Daniel isn't that fool-
ish."

"But he wants to bind us'" Marianne said dramatically.

“Typical ." St dair |ooked at Dan. "You should have
gagged her. | begin to see why you're still standing here
wav-

ing a pistol about instead of collecting the Saltash Set."

"The Sacred Dish is not for the Iikes of you!" Jonathan
cried. St. Cair raised his eyebrows in polite incredulity.
"That is, if we still had it, "Jonathan added in a resentfu
tone, glaring at Freddy, "which thanks to him we don't."

"You ain't still harping on that, are you?" Freddy said.
"Burn
it, Jonathan, | told you what happened!"

"You had no right—= Jonat han began hotly.

"Quiet," Dan conmanded without turning. "How did you
get past Ben?" he asked St. Cair.

"I enployed ny talents to good effect,” the Baron an-
swered. "Wiich is to say, | put himto sleep."

"I took precautions against that sort of thing."
"Not very good ones, at |east, not by nmy standards."

Kimcould al nrost hear Dan's teeth grinding. "Wat do you
want ?" he demanded.

"The sane thing you do, nmore or less,"” St Cair said. “The
Saltash Set." He | ooked around again with an air of |anguid
di sappoi nt nent, and Ki m hoped she was only imagi ni ng that
his eyes lingered on her. "I had hoped you' d have found the
rest of it by this tine, but then |I hadn't expected you to
have so nuch...assi stance."

"However reluctant," said Miirelon, who had been observ-

ing this exchange with interest. "You have sone unusual asso-
ciates, St. dair."

"No nore unusual than yours," the Baron responded with a

significant |ook at Kim

"But definitely nmore | ong-standing,” Mirelon shot back
"Or am | mstaken in thinking you and M Laverham here are
wel | acquai nt ed?"

"This isn't getting us anywhere,” Dan put in. "Jack, put
themall in the corner and then start |ooking. Not him" he
added as Jack started warily toward Lord St. Cair. "I'lI
dea

with himnyself."

"WIl you, indeed." St. Clair sounded both bored and skep-



tical, but Kimthought she heard darker undercurrents in his
voi ce. "Not the way you did before, | hope? You owe ne for
that, Daniel, and I intend to collect. In full."

"I owe you?" For an instant, Dan let his rage show, then he

had hi msel f under control again. "It doesn't matter. As soon
as | have the platter, we'll leave. You won't be able to stop
us."

"The platter!?" St. dair said sharply. "lIs that all? Wat
about the bow ?"

"I'"1l have no trouble finding the bowl once the platter is in
nmy hands,"” Dan said with renewed confidence.

"Finding it? You mean you weren't aware that Merrill has
the bow ?" St. Cair shook his head. "And you seened so well
i nforned. "

Laverham frowned. "Is this true?" he demanded of Mir-
El on.
"Yes," Mairelon said. "Though it's not the sort of thing one

carries around in one's pockets, you realize."

"Way didn't you tell me this before?" Laverham said, and
his eyes narrowed as he spoke.

Mai rel on shrugged. "You didn't ask."

"We'll get it when we're finished here," Laverham said.
"That would be foolish," St. Cair conmented.

"\Why 2"

"Merrill's got a man at his wagon.

"That's the turnip-pated cove | told you about, M Lav-
erham " Jack Stower put in. "He ain't no problem"

"And even if no one was waiting, it is generally con-
sidered...inadvi sable to assault a wi zard on his hone
ground,” St dair finished.

Jack' s ent husi asm waned vi sibly. Laverham stared at Lord
St. dair, his face expressionless. "Wat would you suggest?"

"Send the girl with a nmessage,"” St Clair replied. "She can
tell Merrill's man that Merrill wants the bowl brought here
to

help locate the platter. He'll believe that."

"Not if she's the one telling him" Dan responded with a
cont empt uous gl ance at the quivering Marianne. "Besides, |
woul dn't trust her to keep her story straight.”

"Not that girl," St. Clair said. "The one you've cast the
control spell on." He gestured at Kim



Ki m swal | owed hard, half terrified that Dan knew her se-

cret at last and half hopi ng agai nst hope that he woul d adopt
Lord St. Clair's suggestion. |If she could get away and warn
Hunch...

"Ah," said Dan on a long, slow breath, staring at Kim
"Yes, perhaps that would be a good idea."

"Hunch won't believe Kim" Miirelon said a little too
qui ckly. "He doesn't trust her."

"No?" Dan said. "Kim tell the truth. Could you make Mer-
rill's man believe you?"

"Yes," Kimsaid, trying to sound sullen and reluctant. "He'll
bel i eve ne."

"Good." Dan gave her a slow snile that chilled her to the
bone. "We' |l discuss the other business later. You know what
I

mean Meanwhile, we'll wait here while you go—=

"No!" Marianne cri ed.

Everyone turned to | ook at her. She cringed back agai nst
Freddy and said, "W can't stay any longer, we can't! It's
nearly teatime, and Lady Granleigh will ook for me and
find ..." She faltered to a stop under the circle of
ast oni shed stares and turned her face agai nst Freddy's coat
once nmore, her shoul ders shaking with sobs.

"Find what?" St. Cdair asked. "Find you gone? Enbarrassing
and unfortunate, to be sure, but it's too late to do anyt hi ng
about it now. "

"Even if we would |let you," Dan added.

Marianne turned a danmp face to the group once nore and
said defiantly, "Freddy and | are going to be marriedi"

"Ch, Lord," said Jonathan "Freddy, you fool! Your uncle
will cut you off with a shilling!"

"It don't matter," Freddy said. "Rather have Marianne than a
whol e nountain of shillings."

"Congratulations,”" St. Cair said politely. "I fear you'l
have to postpone your arrangenents a little, however. W
can't

just let you go, you know. "

"But you nmust!" Marianne cried. "l—-eh, you nust' You
must!"

"Are you trying to say that you left a note for your guard-
i an?" Mairel on asked.

"Ch!" Marianne turned back to Freddy's conforting shoul -
der and hid her face against his by now danp and wi nkl ed
coat. Safely hidden fromhostile eyes, she nodded. In the



silence that followed, the noise of an approaching horse cane
clearly fromthe drive outside.

TVENTY- TWO

No one spoke as the hoofbeats grew | ouder and slowed to a
wal k. "Hi, you there, wake up," someone shouted. "Wo's
her e?"

"Putting Ben to sleep may not have been one of your best
ideas," Mairelon said to Lord St. Clair. "Is he the sort that
wakes up cross, do you suppose?"

"He won't wake up at all until | let him" St. dair said.
"Be
quiet, Merrill."

"You take a deal of liberty with nmy men," Dan Laver ham
obser ved.

"I amonly follow ng your exanple," Lord St. Clair replied
sweetly. "Your handling of nmy forner footnan, Janmes Fenton
for instance, left nuch to be—=

"Austen! Edward! Ceorge!" the voice outside shouted, com

ing nearer with every nane. "Qut and about, you're needed.
Jon's gone and been thrown by that fire-breathing nag of his,
and—Jonat han! "

The | odge door had been flung open during the latter part
of this speech, revealing the speaker as Robert Choinmet. He
st opped short when he saw Jonathan, then said in a nore
noderate tone, "I'mglad to see you weren't hurt, but you
nm ght have sent a nessage honme. Your nother was frantic
when your horse turned up w thout you."

"She's always frantic," Jonathan said callously. "She should
know better, and so should you. How did she talk you into
haring off after ne?"

"Well, what was | supposed to do?" Robert asked. "There

was the horse, all over lather and frightened out of its
wts,

with an enmpty saddl e. The obvi ous assunption was that you'd
been thrown. For all we knew, you were |lying under a hedge
somewhere with a broken leg."

"You didn't tell me you' d taken a toss, Jon," Freddy put in
with interest. "That'll teach you not to call nanes. |'ve
told

you and told you, it's the sort of thing that can happen to
anyone. "

"I didn't take a toss," Jonathan snarled. "And even if | had,
I'd still say you're cow handed, because you are."

"Don't you say that about Freddy!" Marianne said, raising
her head and | ooki ng daggers at Jonat han

"Can't you keep them under control?" Lord St. Cair asked



Dan, whil e Jonat han, Freddy, and Marianne enbarked on a

noi sy quarrel that relieved their feelings even if it accom
plished nothing else. "None of us will ever get anything done
at this rate.”

Dan gave St. Cair a glare that should have nelted steel. "If
you think you can do better, you're welconed to try."

"Here, you lot!" Jack shouted, waving his pistol. "Stow your
gob and listen to M. Laverham"

This command did not produce the desired result. Instead,
Freddy and Jonat han turned on Jack, denandi ng an apol ogy

for the interruption. Dan was obliged to intervene to keep
Jack from shooting Freddy out of hand, while Robert did his
best to distract the other conbatants. Unfortunately, Jack's
threats were all too clear to Marianne, who i mredi ately went
into strong hysterics.

Lord St. Cair stood calmMy watching, as if he were observ-
ing a raree show that did not please him above half, though
he made a point of keeping an eye on Mairelon as well as the
rowin the mddle of the room Kimrealized suddenly that,
for the time being, no one was watching her. She slid quietly
behind a tall chair and crouched down, eyeing the path to

the door. Two nore chairs and a card table provided sone
conceal nent, but she woul d have to cross an open stretch of
floor to reach the exit itself. Kimshrugged and began nov-

i ng.

She was not even hal fway to her goal when the door swung
open yet again. 'Villain! Unhand that girl'" cried Jasper
Mar -

ston as he strode into the room He stopped short, | ooking
conpl etely nonplussed, as he took in the scene in front of
hi m

The noi se died as the adversaries becane aware of their

new audi ence and turned to stare at him "Ah, M Marston!"
Mairel on said cheerfully. "I'"mafraid you'll have to be nore
speci fi c about whom you were addressing. There are severa
persons present who admirably fit the description '"villain'.
Whi ch of them did you have in m nd?"

"Real | y?" Robert Choinet said. "You mean this isn't all one
of Jon's queer starts?"

"My queer starts? What do you nean, ny queer starts? Are
you saying you think | arranged all this?"

"It has all the earmarks | mean, just |ook at those two—
wavi ng pistols all over the | odge and threatening Freddy, of
all people. How do you expect nme to take it seriously?"

"You' d better," Dan said. He sounded a little wild, and Kim
was glad to be out of sight behind the card table. "Get over
in the corner there, all of you, and be quiet. You, too,
Mar st on, or whatever your nane is."

"Ah, | don't want any trouble," Jasper said, eyeing Dan's



pistol with misgiving. "I'"ll just leave quietly. It's no
problem really."

"Yes, it is," Dan said, recovering hinself sonmewhat. "Into
the corner.”

"'Ere, now, what's all this, then?" a deep, slow voice said
fromthe doorway.

"I should think it was perfectly plain, even to soneone of
your limted understanding, Stuggs," a female voice answered
acidly. "My brother has bungl ed things again."

"Lady Granleigh'" gasped Marianne. She turned as white as
St. dair's cravat and fainted into Freddy's arns. Unfor-
tunately, Freddy was as dumbfounded as she by the new ar-
rivals, and he failed to catch her in time. He overbal anced,
and the two of themtoppl ed backward into a chair and
crashed to the floor in a shower of splinters.

Mai rel on sank onto a nearby footstool, propped his head

on his bound hands, and began to |augh. Lady G anleigh

gave hima | ook of displeasure and marched into the room

foll owed by Stuggs. Her gaze swept inperiously around the
assenbly, barely checking at the sight of the pistols Dan and
Jack still held. She passed over the struggling Freddy and

t he

unconsci ous Marianne, dism ssed Jonathan and Robert as in-
consequential, and fixed at last on Lord St. Cair.

"Good day, St. Cair," Lady G anleigh said with a dignity
that did not conceal her annoyance.

"Lady Granleigh,"” Lord St dair responded, nodding a cor
di al greeting.

Bel ow t he table, Kim ground her teeth and nmade a rude

gesture with her left hand. Lady Ganteigh had |eft the door
wi de open but tenpting as the sight was, Kimstill could not
reach it. Lady Granl eigh had stopped too close to the door
and what little space she had left was taken up by the overly
| arge Stuggs.

"I confess | had not expected to find you here, but | thank
you for your efforts on behalf of nmy ward," Lady G anleigh
went on, smiling insincerely at Lord St. Cair.

"Efforts!" Freddy said, outraged. He extracted hinself from
the tangle at last, with some help from Jonathan, and cli nbed
to his feet, staring at St. Clair the whole tine. "What
efforts? He ain't done anything but stand there and annoy
peopl e. "

"Your conduct hardly bears exam nation, M. Meredith,"

Lady G anl eigh responded. "I should be careful about casting
aspersions, if I were you " She | ooked pointedly down at Mar-
i anne.

Robert, who had knelt beside the unconscious girl and be-
gun chafing her wists, glanced up and said to no one in



particul ar, "Could one of you get a glass of w ne?"

"No, but there's brandy," Jonathan answered. He started
toward a small cabinet near the fireplace, but cane face-to-
face with Jack Stower before he had taken two steps. Jack's
pistols and threatening glare were el oquent. Jonat han
shrugged and went back to his original position

"Aspersions! Well, | like that!" Freddy said to Lady
Granl ei gh, undaunted by her arrogance. "I didn't barge in

t hrough a | ocked door without so nuch as a by-your-I|eave. |
didn't wave any pistols about or make any threats. | didn't
frighten any ladies into a fit of the vapors, and | didn't
scare her straight into a faint!"

"You lured M ss Thornley here," Jasper charged.
Robert | ooked up, visibly inpressed. "Did you really,
Freddy? | hadn't thought you had it in you."

"I didn't lure anybody," Freddy protested.
"You made M ss Thornl ey extravagant prom ses you had no
intention of fulfilling'" Jasper said.

"I dunno,” Stuggs put in. ""E don't took like the type, if
you
t ake my meaning."

Jasper gave his henchman a wi thering | ook. "Wy else did
you bring Mss Thornley here, to this lonely place?" he de-
manded, turning back to Freddy.

"Hardly lonely." Mairelon said in a |ow but clearly audible
t one.

"Had to nmeet her somewhere,"” Freddy said reasonably. "It
woul d have | ooked dashed odd for me to pick the girl up off
the side of the road."

"No doubt," Jasper sneered with an ironic glance at Jack
Stower's gun. "You and your ruffians would have | ooked odd
Anywhere. "

Freddy frowned. "Here, now Wat are you insinuating?"
"I think it is perfectly plain,"
Lord

St. dair and his friends had not arrived in tine to stop you
and your ki dnappers, who knows what m ght have hap-

pened?"

Lady Granleigh said. "If

"Marianne and | would have gotten narried, that's what
woul d have happened!" Freddy retorted, too angry to con-
tinue trying to be polite. "What's nore, we're going to tie
the knot as soon as we get out of here, no matter what you
say!"

"Freddy, you're crazed!" Jonathan said.



"No, | ain't, and | ain't as foolish as you think, either
Cot
the special license right here in nmy pocket."

"What!" Jasper's eyes w dened, then he whirled to face his
sister. "Now see what you' ve done, Anelial If you hadn't set
the girl on to this buffoon, we wouldn't be in this pickle!"

"Be quiet, Jasper!" Lady G anleigh conmanded. "There is

no need for you to worry. Lord St. Clair, be so good as to

have your nen assist Mss Thornley into our coach. After we
have gone, you may deal with these felons as you see fit."

Before St. Cair could reply there was a | oud crash. Every-
one junped and turned. Dan Laverham was standi ng besi de
one of the long wi ndows, which he had just broken, his
pistols leveled at the assenbly.

"I am afraid you have m staken the situation. Lady
Granleigh,"” he said. He stepped forward, and shards of gl ass
crunched under his feet. His face was a cold, expressionless

mask. "I amnot in St. Cair's enploy, nor have | the
slightest interest in you, your ward, or any of your
conpanions. | amhere for one thing, and only one thing. Once
I'"ve got it, you may sort yourselves out in any manner that
suits you. Until then, | have heard too rmuch of your
brai nl ess chatter. | shall shoot the next person who speaks

out of turn."
St. dair nodded- "Crude, but generally effective."
"That includes you, St. Cair," Laverhamsaid, glaring.

Lady Granleigh drew in her breath at this breach of nan-
ners, which seenmed to disturb her nore than Dan's pistols.
St. dair snmled, but said nothing.

"Much better," Laverham went on. "Now, you, the hi ghwayman.
Is there sonewhere in this pile to lock up this |ot of
lunatics while we search the rest of it?"

"H ghwayman?" Freddy said with interest. "I say, Jon, you

never told us anything about—= He broke off as one of Dan's
pistols swng in his direction.

"There are private roons upstairs," said Jonathan sullenly.
"
t hi nk one of them has a | ock."

"The one on the end,"” Freddy put in. "But it's broken. The
[ ock, | mean."

"This is an outrage!" Lady G anleigh said, finding her
voice. "Who is this person? Lord St. Ctair—

"I told you to be quiet," Dan said. "Get over there with the
ot hers."

"Better do as 'e says, nmum" Stuggs warned. "'E | ooks the
sort as 'ud do you w thout blinkin'."



Kimheld her breath as Lady Granteigh, stiff wth disap-
proval, noved away fromthe door at last. Now, if they
woul d all stay busy at the other end of the roomfor a few
m nut es | onger ...

A shadow fell across the doorsill. Kimfrowned and sank

back into her unconfortable half-crouch. Had Lady

Granl ei gh brought a coachman, or had Ben awakened in spite

of Lord St. dair's precautionary spell? Either way, she

woul d

be running into trouble. Not that she wasn't in a proper ness
al ready, of course, but Dan's tenper |ooked to be deteriorat-
ing rapidly, and she didn't like to think what he mght do if
she didn't get away on her first try. It would be better to
wait for a nore certain chance.

The notl ey conpany was slowy assenbling in the corner,

wi th occasional |ow voiced grunbling that Dan pretended

not to hear. Robert and Freddy between them supported the
slow y recovering Marianne, while Jonathan stal ked past and
Lady Granleigh glowered inpartially at everyone. For a no-
ment or two, it |ooked as if Dan had gotten things under
control at last; then Jasper said in a cross, too-loud voice,
"But what is it the fell ow wants?"

"The Sacred Di sh!" Jonat han answered. He gave Dan and
Jack a dark look. "But he shall not get it, however he
tries,”

"The what ?" sai d Jasper.

"The sacred dish," Lady Granleigh said, giving her brother

a sidelong glance full of neaning. "The platter that we gave
to M. de Mare this norning." She nodded in Mairelon's di-
rection.

"What ?" several voices said at once- Lord St. Clair exam
ined Mairelon with angry specul ati on, and both of Dan's
pistols swung to point at the magician. Kimcursed nentally
and sw vel ed her head fromside to side, trying to watch Dan
and the door at the same tine.

"I told you not to try any tricks with ne, Merrill," Dan
said. "Where's the platter? And this tine, tell me the
truth!”

The shadow on the doorsill shifted and wi thdrew, but Kim
stayed where she was. Wth Dan so junpy, she'd be shot
bef ore she was out the door if she nade a run for it. She
edged toward the front of the table with a vague idea of
doi ng somet hing, she wasn't sure what, if Dan | ooked I|ike
shooti ng Mairel on.

"Merrill?" said WIIliam Stuggs, giving Mairelon a sw ft,
sharp | ook. "Well, well."

"What does that nean, 'well, well'?" Jasper demanded,
roundi ng on his servant.



Stuggs's expression instantly resuned its usual appearance
of placid stupidity. "Ain't e the cove you was | ookin' for in
London?"

"Answer me!" Dan said to Mairelon. "Where is the platter?"

"Whi ch one?" Mairelon asked. "The one your man Stower

left by ny canpfire, or the one Lady G anleigh was so anx-
ious to get rid of? O one of the other fakes Fenton seens to
have been peddl i ng?"

"The Saltash Platter, you buffoon!" Laverham shout ed.

"Infidel! What have you done with the Sacred Di sh?"
Jonat han cried at the same nonent.

"Fenton?" said Freddy, frowning. "I've got a footman by
that name. What's he got to do with Jen's dish?"

Mairelon lifted his bound hands and scratched his ear. "I
don't have any better idea where the Saltash Platter is than
you do, Laverham"

"Do you expect ne to believe that?"
"Why not?" Mairel on shrugged. "It's true."

"I gave you the Saltash Platter this norning," Lady
Granleigh insisted in her npst superior manner. "How dare
you suggest ot herwi se!"

"Ch, you gave ne a platter, all right, but it was a forgery
and you knew it," Miirelon said. He gave her a charning
smle that expanded to include the entire ring of surprised,
confused, and skeptical faces. "By the by, how do you happen
to know anyt hing about the Saltash Platter, hnm?"

"Never mnd!" Dan said. "I don't care about her, and | don't
bel i eve you." He raised his pistol and slowy and

deli berately

cocked it. "For the last tinme, where is the Saltash Platter?"

"l don't have it," WNMairelon said.

"But of a certainty you do not," said a new voice. Dan
whirl ed, and everyone el se's head nicked toward the door

Ki m bunped her head on a table leg, cursed, and turned to
see Renee D Auber standing in the doorway. Her auburn hair
was dressed in ringlets and threaded with a peach-col ored

ri bbon that exactly matched the delicate rmuslin of her wal k-
ing dress, and she smiled brightly when she saw the faces
turned toward her. "I have it."

"Renee!" Mairelon said. "What are you doi ng here?" Then

his face went bl ank as a stocky, sandy-haired man stepped
into the doorway beside her, and he added in a thunderstruck
tone, "Andrew?"

Hell o, Richard," said the sandy-haired man. He sounded



nervous and uncertain, which Kimthought was understandabl e
under
the circunstances, but his attention was fixed on Miirelon

rather than on Dan or Jack Stower. "I, um it's been a
while."
"Well, well,"” said St. Cair, "This is becomng quite the

fam |y gathering,"

Dan Laverham glared at St. Cdair. Miirelon did not nove,

he seenmed as oblivious to the crowd around himas the man

he had called Andrew, Kimfrowned, puzzled both by St.
Cair's conmment and the unusual strength of Mairelon's reac-
tion. Then her head jerked and al nbst hit the underside of
the tabl e again as several fragnents condensed into the mem
ory of Mairelon's voice saying in a flat tone, "The evidence
was overwhel mi ng. Even ny brother Andrew believed it."

"What are you doing here?" Mairelon said in the sane tight
voi ce Kimrenenbered.

"Trying to keep your head out of a noose," Andrew replied,
Now t hat Ki m had remenbered who he nust be, she could

see how rmuch he resenbled Mairelon in his mddling height,
neat build, and rounded face. Andrew glanced at Renee

D Auber and added, "At |east, that was the original idea."
"What do you nean by—

"Then you do have the Saltash Platter?" St. dair inter-
rupted, looking fixedly at Madenoi selle D Auber.
"Nonsense, " Lady Granl eigh said. She nade an urgent no-

tion at her brother, but Jasper, who did not appear to have
the slightest idea what she wanted of him remained where he
was.

"But, yes, | have it," Renee D Auber told Lord St. Cair.
"Though | do not at all see why it is you who ask, when it is
this person with the pistols who was so very curious before.”

"Where is it?" Dan denmmnded.

"Don't tell him" Freddy advised, "Fellow ain't the thing at
all, that's my opinion."

"For once, | agree with you, Freddy," Robert nurnured,

"Freddy!" Marianne had recovered enough to pull away
from Robert and clutch at Freddy's armin protest. "Ch, be
careful! That man m ght shoot you!"

"It would be a singular service to humanity if he did," St.
Clair said. "I have seldommet a nore tiresome group, or one
nore foolish. Madenoi selle D Auber—=

"Quiet!" Dan conmanded, "Or I'Ill shoot you, Gegory! I'm
tired of your interference."

"You seened in need of sonme assistance," Lord St. Cair
said with unruffled calm "I was only trying to help."



"I don't want your help, you insufferable—>

"But you know each other!" Renee D Auber said in tones of
pl eased surprise. "It is a thing remarkable, | think."

Mai rel on shook hinmself and tore his eyes away fromthe
man in the doorway. "Yes, St. Clair, how do you cone to
know Laver han? And how | ong have you been, er, ac-

quai nted? At least five years, | think?"

"Ch, much longer than that," St. Cair replied. "I expect
you woul d be vastly interested in the details, but unfor-
tunately |I don't intend to give themto you."

"Per haps Laverham can be persuaded?" Mirel on said.

"Not by you," Dan snarled. He turned back to Renee-
"Gve ne the platter”

Behi nd Renee, Andrew made a gesture of protest, but he

had enough sense not to say anything. Renee D Auber tilted
her head and considered Dan Laverhamwi th an air that sug-
gested sonet hing unsati sfactory about the object of her scru-
tiny, "It is not at all possible for me to give you the
platter now," she said at last, as if granting a great
concession in answering at all.

"Renee," Mairelon said warningly-

A muscle in Dan's jaw junped. "Don't lie to me," he said in
a tone that made Ki m shrink back fromthe edge of the table,
just in case he turned in her direction

"I tell the truth,” the Frenchwonman said, affronted. "And it
is quite true that | cannot give you the platter now | am
not a fool, ne, and I do not wish to lose it. So |I do not
carry it

about with nme, especially when there are housebreakers and
hi ghwaynmen and persons with pistols everywhere. If you

were not yourself w thout sense, you woul d have conpre-
hended that and not bothered nme with silly questions."

Mai rel on made a nuffl ed, choking noise. Dan | owered his
pistols slightly and studi ed Renee through narrowed eyes.

"She ain't no dull nort," Jack Stower offered. "I bet she
done it |like she says."

"l have no doubt of it," St Cair said. "If, that is, she has
done anything at all."

"Ain't no know ng,"
"She's French."

Stuggs said with an air of deep gl oom

"It's easy enough to tell whether she's Iying," Dan said. He
wal ked over to the card table and set something heavy down
just over Kims head. She flinched and backed away sl owy,

hopi ng he woul d not drop anything. If he bent over, he



could hardly mss seeing her. At the rear of the table, she
stopped and curled into a |lunpy, notionless ball, waiting for
Dan to nove away agai n.

"What do you think you' re doing, Laverhan?" St. Clair said
sharply, and Kimhad to suppress an urge to peer over the
edge of the table to see what he was referring to.

Tmgoing to find out which of themis telling the truth,"

Dan answered. "If it's Merrill, the Saltash Platler is in
this

bui | di ng somewhere. That's cl ose enough for me to find, even
with only two of the indicator balls to use as a base for the
| ocation spell."

"Freddy!" Marianne said in a carrying whisper. "Is he going
to cast a spell?"

"You know not what you do," Jonathan said in his best
mast er-druid voice. "Beware the consequences of defiling the
hall of the Sons of the New Dawn!"

"Quiet," said Dan. "I've had as much of your posturing as |
can stonmach. Jack, keep an eye on them"

This last instruction seened unnecessary to Kim since,
fromthe way his pistols had been wavi ng about, Jack had
been trying to watch everyone at once for sone tinme. She
could just see himout the side of the table and through the
latticed back of a wooden chair, his jaw cl enched and his
eyes conpressed to slits of grimconcentration. Stuggs was
creepi ng around the outside of the group toward him craning
his neck to get a look at Dan. Did the great |ooby think this
was sone kind of show, or was he fool enough to try a trick
on a real magician in the nmddle of a spell? Then Dan began
to speak di anond-sharp words Ki m coul d not understand,

and every other thought left her mnd instantly.

She knew at once that sonmething was wong. Al ways be-
fore when she had heard magici ans at work, the too-solid
words had settled quickly into an orderly arrangenent, ful
of

dangerous corners and edges but as firmand stable as the
words thensel ves Dan's words were floating free, jostling
agai nst each other like a market-day crowd, fighting the
structure the magici an sought to inpose on them

The magicians in the roomwere also quick to realize that
Dan was in trouble. Renee D Auber stepped backward into
Andrew, her eyes wi dening, and brought up her left hand in a
contorted gesture.

"Renee, don't!" Mairelon cried. "You'll only cut what's left
of the basic binding!"

"Break off, you fool!" St Cair said to Dan at the sane
nonent. "You'll have the house down in another mnute."

"He can't break off," Jonathan said with bitter satisfaction
"If he does, he'll | ose what control he has. He'll lose it



soon, in any case his obstinacy has dooned us all."

Jasper Marston made a gobbling noise and collided with his
sister as he tried to leap for the door. Marianne gave a

| ady-

like shriek and fainted again. This tinme, Freddy caught her
wi t hout m shap. Dan's voice droned on. Robert stared at
Jonat han and demanded, "What do you nean by that, Jon?"

"He has fallen afoul of the protections of the Sons of the
New Dawn, " Jonat han answered "I warned himnot to nmeddle!"

"You m ght have tried warning himyou had a protective

spell up, you young idiot!" Miirelon said acidly as, with two
swi ft notions, he undid the special knot Kimhad used and
stripped the binding cords fromhis wists. "Wat did you
use"? Quick now"

Jonat han nunbl ed somret hi ng, and Ki m st opped |i stening.

No matter what he said, no matter what Mirel on thought he
could do, there wasn't time. She could hear the note of des-
peration in Dan's voice, she could feel his words tw sting
like oiled eels. The very air inside the | odge was begi nni ng
to shine with reflections fromthe invisible, inpossible
crystal words, and with every syllable Dan spoke, the gl ow
grew stronger. He had to be stopped now, before he put so
nmuch

power into his distorted spell that it really would destroy
themall when he finally lost control of it.

Kimtook a deep breath, swallowed hard, and stood up

with a surge, pushing the heavy wooden card table up and
forward with all her strength. Cards and markers slid off and
scattered across the floor, the pistol Dan had set on top of
themfollowed with a nmetallic scraping noise. The table hit
Dan hard, knocking him sideways. He staggered briefly, then
regai ned his feet, but his concentration had been shattered
and the spell broke free.

There was a brilliant flare of Iight, and sharp-edged words
flewin all directions. Miirelon, Renee D Auber, and Lord St
Clair flung their arnms up in identical gestures of

repudi ation

and simul taneously shouted the same unintelligible phrase.

Ki m ducked behind the upturned table as the unseen words
bounced back toward her. Sonething hit the floor with a ne-
tallic ping, and something else with a clear ringing noise.
Dan cried out and fell heavily against the table. Kimheard a
peculiar muffled noise that sounded |ike Jack Stowers voice,
then the remants of the spell swirled and settled around her
like dust. They lay in shimenng silver drifts on the wooden
floor for a long noment before they nelted into nothing.

"Well done," St. Clair's voice said to soneone.
"Thank you," Renee D Auber responded.
"Kim" Miirelon called. He sounded very cl ose, an instant

| ater, he appeared, bending anxiously over the end of the
table. "KinP"



"I ain't hurt," Kimassured him "Is that spell done wth?"

"For the nost part,"” Mairel on answered.

Judging this to be as near a "yes" as she was likely to get
fromhim Kimclinbed cautiously to her feet and | ooked
around. Freddy, his arnms | ocked around the unconsci ous Mar-
ianne, was trading icy stares with Lady G anl eigh and Jasper
Mar st on. Jonat han alternated between bal eful nmuttering and
attenpts to untie his hands with his teeth. Meanwhile, Jas-
per's man, Stuggs, had a firmand very professional -1 ooki ng
arm ock on Jack Stower. Stower's pistols had vani shed, and
his clothes were even nmore runpl ed and di sreputabl e than
usual . Kimwas sorry she had m ssed seeing their encounter
Robert Choiniet and Mairelon s brother, Andrew, were stand-
i ng over Dan Laverham who | ooked and snel |l ed sonewhat

si nged but seened ot herwi se unhurt. Renee D Auber stood
next to the door, her face conposed, her eyes bright and
alert; on the opposite side of the room Lord St. dair

wat ched the others with a cold, specul ative expression

"'Ere, now," Stuggs said to Jack, who was struggling in
vain. "None o' that!"

"CGet your hands off ne!" Dan said to Robert and Andrew.
They had considerately helped himto his feet and then ne-
glected to let go of his arns.

"And give you a chance to grab one of those pistols again,
or start some nore magi c?" Robert said. "Not |ikely!"

"Someone should find those guns and get them out of the
way, " Andrew added.

"Did you say sonething about brandy a bit ago, Jon?"
Freddy asked. "Like to get some for Marianne?"

"CGet me out of this first." Jonathan said crossly, holding
out his hands and the tangle he had made of Kinmis knots.

Mai rel on was studying Kimwi th an abstracted air, as if she
were wearing her coat inside out and he couldn't puzzle out
why she shoul d do such a thing. "Now what?" Kimasked him
inalowvoice "W ain't nuch better off than when we
started.”

"Aren't," Miirelon said wthout thinking. He blinked
"Aren't we?"

"Well, Dan don't—doesn't have his guns any nore," Kim
admtted. "That's sonething. But we still haven't found that
platter The real one, | nean And we ain't—aren't going to

with this |ot of Bedl amites nuddling everything up proper."

"Ah, yes, thank you for remnding ne," Miirelon said. He

gl anced around, then took two steps sideways and reached
under a chair. He straightened and held up the vine-covered
silver sphere that Dan had used to focus the spell he had
cast



on Kim "You don't happen to see the other one, do you?"

"lt's next to M. Aberford's foot," St. Clair said. Maireton
gave hima sharp, suspicious |ook, then retrieved the second

sphere wi thout commrent. "I do hope you aren't planning to
repeat Daniel's lunacy, Merrill," Lord St. Clair went on

" Not

only was it an unconfortable and dangerous bit of sorcery, it
was pointless as well. | doubt that you could do any better."

Mai rel on rai sed an eyebrow and smiled slightly. "You think
not ?"

"Richard, don't be a fool!" Andrew said.
"It matters not at all," Renee announced. "For that annoying
person with the pistols was not so altogether unsuccessful as
you think. Look!" She pointed toward the fireplace.

Ki m bl i nked, not understanding, then she saw the sil ver

shi mer on the hearthstone. Miirelon i mediately |ost al
interest in St. Clair. "Wll, well! Andrewno, you' d better
keep hol d of Laverham Aberford and Marston, then, cone
and lend a hand."

It was not quite as easy as that, Jonathan had first to be
extracted fromthe rest of the cords on his wists, and
Jasper

only stood and gl owered until Lady Granl ei gh poked hi mand
poi nted el oquently. It took the three of them Il onger than

Ki m expected to find the notches in the edge of the stone and
pry it out.

Mai rel on reached down into the gaping hole and lifted out
a fam liar-shaped bundle. Kimheld her breath as he pulled
t he canvas w appi ng away and took hold of the silver han-
dl es.

"The Sacred D sh!" Jonat han breat hed.

"I's it another fake?" Kimdemanded, unable to bear the sus-
pense.

"No," Mairelon said He | ooked up with a broad snmile
This is the real Saltash Platter."

There was a long silence while everyone stared at the heavy
silver tray. Then Lady G anlei gh swept forward.

"I believe that belongs to my dear friend, M. Charles Bra-
m ngham " she said. "It should be returned to himat once."

"By you?" Miirelon's tone was polite; too polite.

Lady Granleigh lifted her chin. "Certainly," she replied
wi t hout bl ushi ng.

"No!" Jonat han Aberford | eaped to his feet and pl anted
hi nsel f between Mirelon and Lady G anl eigh. "The Sacred
Di sh belongs to the Sons of the New Dawn! It will not |eave



this house!"

"No, no, really, Jon," Freddy protested. "I lost it to Henry
at play; told you that ages ago- So it doesn't belong to the
Sons. Doesn't belong to this Charles person, either, if it
cones to that. It's Henry's."

'""Ere," said Stuggs, "somebody give me a 'and with this
cove afore 'e breaks 'is armaccidental -1ike."

Ki m gri nned mal evol ently at Jack and crossed the roomto
retrieve the cord that had been used to tie Mairelon and
Jonat han. She tossed it to Stuggs, who snatched it out of the
air and had his grip back on Jack's arns before Jack realized
he had m ssed a chance to get free. Kimgrinned again to

hi de her unease and ki cked a broken chair rung out of her
way. Between the chair Freddy had smashed, the w ndow

Dan had broken, and the table Kim herself had overturned,
wal ki ng across the room was becom ng deci dedly hazardous.
Kimretreated to the back wall, where she could see everyone
wi t hout getting in the way.

Lord St. Clair looked up fromthe platter at |last and turned
a cool, thoughtful gaze on Renee d' Auber. "So you were
lying," he said.
"But of course," the Frenchwoman replied with a Gallic
shrug. "I did not at all like that person with the pistols,
whom | hope Monsi eur Andrew i s hol ding very hard. Wy shoul d
I

not lie to hinP"

Dan | unged, al nost breaking free of Andrew s hold. "Sal -
aw el

"What ?" said Freddy. Lady Granleigh stiffened in outrage,
from whi ch Ki m deduced that whatever Dan had said was

di srespectful, if not actually shocking. Stuggs and Jack
Stower wore identical expressions of bafflement, while Robert
gl anced warily at Renee. Andrew was plainly appalled, but

Mai rel on seemed to be holding back a snmile. St. dair was

wat chi ng everyone with an expectant air, like a cat waiting
for the right nmonment to pounce.

Renee D Auber raised an eyebrow, looking faintly puzzl ed.
"Pardon? Your accent is not at all good, nonsieur. If you
wi sh

for me to understand, you should speak the English."

"I think not," said St. Clair. "It mght distress the
| adi es. "

"You!" Dan transferred his glare from Renee to the Baron
"You won't get away with this!"

"Wth what?" Lord St. Clair asked in a reasonabl e tone.
"You're not getting that platter! You' ve had everything

el se—the noney, the title, everything—ust because you
were born on the right side of the blanket, but you' re not



getting this."

"That remains to be seen,” St. Cair said calnly.

"Does it?" Mairelon said. "By whon®?"

"The Sacred Dish is the property of the Sons of the New
Dawn, " Jonat han repeated stubbornly. No one paid himany

nore attention this time than they had the | ast.

"Richard,” Andrew put in uneasily, "you're not going to
keep that thing, are you? If you're found with it—=

"—there are at |east thirteen people here who can say that
| didn't have the snallest idea where it was until Laverham

there did his locating spell,” Mirelon interrupted. "I'm
sure
that at |east one or two of themwould be willing to say as

much in court. Don't be a fool, Andrew"

"Ah, but you m ght have been acting," Lord St. dair said
with a cold smle. "I think M. Merrill's point is well
taken. "

"You woul d," Mairelon said.

"They don't |ike each other nuch, do they?" Freddy com
nment ed sagely to Robert.

"Freddy?" Marianne Thornl ey was com ng around agai n,
and the sound of her beloved' s voice had caught her atten-
tion. "Oh, Freddy, what has happened?"

"You have behaved very badly," Lady G anlei gh answered

in a severe tone. "W shall, however, discuss it later, in
private. Jasper! W have wasted enough time. Bring the
pl atter

out to the carriage at once. Cone, Marianne."

"You aren't taking Marianne anywhere," Freddy said, step-
ping in front of the shrinking Marianne.

"Nor you the Saltash Platter," Miirelon said to Jasper
"Anelia.." Jasper said, waffling visibly.

"Real |y, Jasper! You're larger than he is,"
Grantei gh over her shoul der. "Just take it."

sai d Lady

"Allow ne to get out of the way first,"” said Lord St. Cair.

Kimfrowmed as St. dair noved farther away fromthe

hearth where Mirel on, Jonat han, and Jasper stood. She

coul d understand a gentry cove not wanting to get involved
inaturn-up, but St. Cair hadn't been cl ose enough to be

i nconveni enced by a fight. She watched as he crossed the
roomto join Lady G anleigh, and saw hi mstunbl e as he

passed a footstool. Her frown deepened. Had he scooped

somet hing fromthe floor? She couldn't be sure, he had turned
away from her as he straightened.



The sound of a scuffle distracted her. She turned in tinme to
see Mairelon shove the handle end of the Saltash Platter into
Jasper Marston's stomach. Kimw nced in synmpathy as Jasper
doubl ed over with a huff of exhal ed breath. Mirelon yanked
the platter back, grabbed the free handle, and brought it
down on the back of Jasper's head. There was a satisfying

cl ang, and Jasper collapsed wi thout another sound.

"Very inpressive," St. Cair said without enthusiasm Kim
| ooked quickly back at him but his hands were enpty; if he
had pi cked anything up, he had hidden it under his coat.

Mairel on turned and flourished the platter in an el egant
stage bow. "Wuld you care to be the next to try to take it?"

"Ri chard!" Andrew said, sounding horrified. "You can't go
around assaulting peers of the realm"”

"Ch, really, Andrew, he's only a baron,” Mairelon said irri-

tably.

Renee D Auber rolled her eyes. "It is not howit nust be
done, " she decl ar ed.

"And giving St. Clair the Saltash Platter is?" Mirelon
asked, his jaw tightening.

"I did not say such a thing at all,"” Renee said with dignity.
Lady G anleigh turned, her attention nomentarily diverted
from Freddy and Marianne. She raked Mairelon with a

haughty | ook that had no apparent effect whatever, and
sniffed loudly. "Lord St. Clair seens an infinitely nore
proper person to have charge of that object than you, M. de
Mare, or whatever your nane is."

"Just so," said St. Cair "And after all, M. Mrrill is a
wanted man. | wonder what the Bow Street Runners woul d
make of this little scene?”

Mairelon's |lips thinned. Jack Stower |urched sideways,

whi npering, in spite of WIlliam Stuggs's grip on his arnms and
the cord Stuggs had knotted around his wists, dragging the
two of them several feet nearer the door. Jonathan Aberford
shifted unconfortably and ran a hand through his hair as if
in

search of the stocking mask that had been taken fromhimin
the carriage. Lady Ganleigh turned a shade pal er and raised
her chin inperiously.

"Ch, no," Dan Laverham said softly. He was staring at
Lord St dair with single-mnded intensity, and Ki m had
never heard so much hatred in anyone's voice before. "Not
this time, Gegory. This time, if | lose, you |lose, too."

"You had better think what you are saying," St. Clair re-
plied, frowning. "In any case, this is not a suitable place
for that discussion.”



"I have thought,"” Dan said. "You lied to me before and

tried to use nme; | won't nake the sane nistake again. You
call the Runners in, Gegory, and I'll tell them whose idea
it

was to nick that bloody platter, yes, and exactly how it was
arranged, too. Shall | tell this lot right now?"

"Pl ease do," Mairelon said.

"Don't be absurd, Daniel," Lord St. Cair put in quickly.
"No one will take your word for anything."

"St. dair?" Andrew said. "You nean St. Clair stole the Salt-
ash Set? | don't believe it."

There, you see?" said the baron
"Not so fast," Mairelon said. "I want to hear himout."
Robert nodded. "Let him have his say."

"He's a gutter-bred crimnal!l"™ St. Cair snapped. "l give you
my word as a peer of the real m=

Dan's high, half-hysterical |aughter cut off whatever Lord
St. dair had planned to say "Peer of the realm The only
reason you're the peer and |'mthe gutter brat is that our
bl ue- bl ooded father was too high in the instep to marry a
ki tchen maid, though he wasn't above giving her a tunble."

"Good Lord," breathed Mairelon, |ooking fromDan to St
Clair. "So that's it."

"This discussion is highly inproper,” Lady G anleigh an-
nounced. "Marianne, cover your ears. | reconmend that you
do the sane, Mss D Auber, though | amwell aware that
French persons do not have any real delicacy of mind."

Everyone, including Marianne, was too busy studying the

two nen to pay any attention to Lady G anl eigh. The re-

senbl ance between them was nmarked. Kimrenenbered how

shaken she had been by her first glinpse of Lord St. Cair,
when she had thought for a noment that he was Dan Lav-

erham and cursed herself nentally for not guessing the truth
bef ore. But who woul d have pegged Dan for gentry bl ood,

even on the wong side of the bl anket?

St. Cair looked a trifle pale, but seened otherw se un-
nmoved by the intense scrutiny. "This does not change matters

at all," he said. "Your wild accusations are clearly the

del u-

sions of a mind deranged by jealousy. | amvery sorry you
have been subjected to this, Lady Ganleigh, but I venture to
hope that you will not hold ny father's indiscretion against
nme.”

Dan | aughed again, bitterly. "Still wanting to have your

cake and eat it, too, Gregory? You were pleased enough with
me as long as you coul d nake use of my services. You
shoul dn't have lied to ne about the Saltash Set, though. If



I'"d known it was magical, |I'd never have split it up to
sell."

"You ‘ad this ‘ere dish as all the fuss is over?" WIIliam
Stuggs put in unexpectedly. "'Ow did that 'appen?"”

"Fenton was ny nman," Dan said, speaking directly to St
Clair. "He wouldn't have dreaned of cracking a crib w thout
cutting me in. You didn't know that when you told himto
keep num about it, did you?"

"Be quiet, Daniel,"” Lord St. dair said.

"Why? | told you, this time you' re going to | ose, one way
or anot her."

"No " St. Clair sounded regretful, alnobst sad. "You may

make ny life a little difficult for a tine, but even if
everyone here believes you, it won't nake any rea

difference. Bow Street won't take the word of a crimna

agai nst that of a

Baron, and wi thout Fenton you have no proof of anything

you say. There will be runors, of course, and one or two
houses may shut their doors to nme for a time, but nothing
nore serious than that. Its one of the advantages of ny posi -
tion, you see."

Dan Laverham growl ed and | unged again. St. dair stood
quietly, smling slightly as Andrew and Robert fought Dan
back under control

"There, you," Robert panted. "Now, before you continue,
woul d one of you nind explaining why that— he waved a
free hand at the Saltash Platter, then had to grab Dan's arm
again, "—+s so all-fired inportant? I'mgetting tired of not

knowi ng what, exactly, is going on."
"It's perfectly plain," Jonathan said. "The Sacred D sh—=

"Ch, stop nattering about the Sacred D sh," Robert
begged. "This is serious, Jon "

"Quite serious," Mirelon said over Jonathans spluttered
protests. "This is—

"—+the Saltash Platter, part o' a set as was stolen fromthe
Royal Col |l ege of Wzards upwards o' five years ago, by a
person or persons unknown," said WIIliam Stuggs. He smled
seraphically over Jack Stower's shoulder at the circle of
sur -

prised faces, and before the surprise could turn to

specul ation he added, "I 'ate to di sconveni ence the
Quality-like, but I "ave to informyou that you, Lord G egory
St. dair, and you, M. Daniel Laverham and this cove 'ere,
'oose name | ain't 'ad the dubious pleasure of bein' told,
are all under arrest in the nanme o' the Law, for the theft o
the Saltash Set, breakin' an' enterin', 'olding a lot o
respectable fol k at gunpoint, an' one or two other things as
are against the Law o' the Realm™



"He's a Runner!" Kimburst out before she thought.

"Jasper, you fool!" said Lady G anleigh, too angry to re-
menber that her brother was still comatose on the hearth-
st one.

"Good Lord!" said Andrew. "M ss D Auber, did you know?"

"It is to nme a great surprise also," Renee D Auber assured
him "It is entirely a good thing after all, however, since
Monsi eur St. Cair and that person with the pistols are ar-
rested, so | shall not repine in the least."

"Well, well,” Mairelon said. He stepped forward, holding
out the Saltash Platter to Stuggs. "I expect you'll want this
as evi dence?"

"I fear not," St. Clair put in. Kimlooked back at hi mand
froze. He was hol ding one of Dan's pistols trained on Stuggs,
who stood between himand the door, and his expression was
grim "Or rather, you may want it, but you won't have it."

"Don't shoot!" Jack Stower pleaded, twisting in Stuggs's
gripin avain effort to get out of Lord St. Cair's line of
fire. "l ain't no nabbing cull! Don't shoot ne!"

"You can't shoot all of us with only one pistol," Mirelon
said gently to St. Cair, ignoring Jack's frantic cries.

"Quite true,"” Lord St. Cair agreed. His left armshot out
and grabbed Marianne, who shrieked loudly as he pulled her
cl ose and pointed the pistol at her head. "But | doubt that

any of you will let the young lady be hurt just to keep ne
here. | shall let her go in Dover, when |I board the packet
for

France—provi ded, of course, that no one does anything fool -
ish."

"Here, now " Freddy expostul ated. "Wat d' you think
you' re doi ng?"

"Lord St. Clair!" Lady G anleigh exclaimed in tones of
shock.

"You woul dn't dare," Andrew said to St Clair.

"He certainly would,” Mairelon said to Andrew. "I think
you had better nove away fromthe door, Stuggs. Your supe-
riors wll have to be content with half a haul this tine.”

St. Cair snmled and started forward, draggi ng Marianne
along with him as Stuggs reluctantly noved aside. "Don't
forget the platter, Merrill,"” St. Cair said, turning his
head

slightly.

At that precise nonent, Freddy Meredith stepped in front

of Gregory St. Cair and astonished the entire conpany by
knocki ng himdown. H's success was due only partially to his
catching St. Clair conpletely off guard; Kimhad to admt



dial the blow had been a regular w sty castor. Lord St. Clair
fell backward, discharging his pistol into the ceiling above
the hearth. A shower of plaster descended on Jonathan and

t he unfortunate Jasper, who coughed, choked, and sat up at

| ast, holding his head and npani ng.

"Well struck!" Robert said after a stunned nonent.
"Dash it all, Freddy, that was a stupid trick to pull!™
Jonat han conpl ai ned, brushing at the plaster dust that cov-

ered his shoulders. "I mght have been shot!"

"Ch, Freddy!" said Marianne, throwi ng her arms around him
in ecstasy. "How brave!”

"CGet up, you villain, and I'll do it again," Freddy said.
"Dashed | ot of nerve you've got, bullying | adies and
frighten-

ing Mari anne. "

St dair did not reply. He lay spraw ed on the floor, his
top hat gone and his hair disarranged, staring at Freddy as
i f

he coul d not believe what had happened.

"I knew he was a regular Captain Sharp,”" Kimsaid with
consi derabl e satisfaction to no one in particular

To her surprise, Miirelon answered her. "Yes, you did, and
very right you were, too. Just hand that other bit of cord to
Andrew, will you, Kin? Then | ook around for sonething to

tie St. Cair. 1'll feel considerably happier when all three
of themare, er, secure."

"That's good sense, gov'ner," Stuggs said approvingly. "An'
pi ck up them other pops while you're at it. They 'adn't ought
to be lyin' about for the likes o' 'imto get 'is '"ands on."

"There ain't no rope or string or anything," Kimsaid, pick-
ing up the second piece of cord and Dan's other pistol. "I
al ready | ooked. "

"Anel i a?" jasper's voice rose querulously fromthe hearth.
"What' s happeni ng? Have you got the platter?"

"You inmbecile!" Lady G anleigh stal ked to her brother's
side, the better to berate him "Fool! That man of yours is a
Bow Street Runner!"

"Stuggs? Don't be silly, Anelia. Monkton reconmended
him he'd hardly send me a Runner, now, would he?"

Mai rel on gl anced at the two of them then took the cord
and pistol from Kimand wal ked over to Laverham Robert,
and Andrew. He handed the cord to his brother and said,
"Tie himup."

"OfF course," Andrew answered. "R chard—

"In a mnute, Andrew. M. , er, Stuggs, | believe you'll find



this useful, at least until we've gotten things sorted out."
Mai rel on handed Stuggs the pistol, then tapped Freddy, who
was still glaring pugnaciously at Lord St. Cair, on the
shoul der.

"I think this would be a good nonment for a di screet depar-
ture," he said when Freddy turned. He nodded his head in
the direction of Lady G anleigh and her brother, quarreling
in front of the fireplace.

"What ?" said Freddy. "Oh, | see. Good of you to nention
it. Come on, Marianne." He abandoned St. Clair to Stuggs
and the pistol, and he and Marianne slipped out the open
door.

"That was very kind," Renee D Auber said to Mairelon. "But

have you not perhaps nmade for yourself nore troubl e?"
"I"'msure of it," Mairelon said cheerfully. "But | believe
owe Lady G anl eigh one, for setting her unspeakabl e brother
on me, and | can't think of a better way of evening the
score. "

"It seens singularly appropriate,” Robert said, stepping for-

ward. "But | would like to point out that | still haven't had
nmy explanation. Not in any way that is renotely satisfactory,
that is. | don't suppose you'd care to try agai n?"

"Good luck," Kimsaid under her breath. She gave the rest

of the dropped pistols to Mairelon, then sat on a nearby
footstool to watch. Andrew and Renee were both | ooking ex-
pectantly at Mairelon, Jonathan was scowing at him and any
m nute now Lady Granleigh would realize that her wealthy
ward had managed to escape again. It ought to be better than
a Drury Lane conedy.

Mairel on set the Saltash Platter on the seat of a high-backed
chair and put the pistols Kimhad given himon top of it.
When he turned back to the group, he was no | onger smling.
"Yes,

there do seemto be a nunber of |oose ends,
i nstance, what are you doi ng here, Renee?"

he said. "For

"It is as your brother has said," Madenoiselle D Auber re-
plied. She thought for a nmonent, then added scrupul ously,
"For the nost part.”

"W came because M ss D Auber had heard there was a
Runner on your trail," Andrew put in.

"And you wished to assist hinm?" Miirelon said politely.
"No!" Andrew | ooked hurt. "l—ae cane to warn you- And

to help you, if we could, though |I suppose you' ve no reason
to believe that."

"Way didn't you just tell Kimthe Bow Street Runners were
about ?" Mairel on asked Renee. "Wy the nmeeting? And why

weren't you there?"

"Meeting?" Andrew stared at Renee D Auber in surprised



specul ation. "You didn't tell ne anything about a neeting."

"But of course not," Renee said. She gave the brothers a

brilliant smle. "You have both got the heads of pigs, and if
| had told you— she nodded at Mairel on, "—that Nbnsieur
Merrill the elder was here, you would have said a great many

t hi ngs of no politeness and gone away without seeing him
because you thought he did not believe you. And if | had told
you— she glared at Andrew, "—that we were to neet with

your brother, you would have nmade a great many excuses of

no merit and not have cone, because you did not want to

face himand admt you made the mi stake five years ago That
is why | was late," she added, turning to Mairelon. "He was
being difficult."

"Difficult? I was being difficult?" Andrew was al nost beyond
speech.

"Do you mean to say that you dragged Andrew down here
to force the two of us to make up with each other?" Mirel on
demanded with equal incredulity.

Renee opened her eyes very wide. "But of course. This feud
was all very well when you were in France and he was here,

but it would be altogether tiresome if you were both in En-
gland, and nme, | do not like the things tiresone. So

t hought

| would arrange it."

The brothers exchanged a | ook of conplete accord, and

Ki m suppressed a grin. That served Mairelon a bit of his own
sauce! Stuggs shook his head sadly "French," he explained to
the room at |arge

"And you weren't |ooking for the Saltash Platter?" Mirelon
asked Renee, though Kimcould tell fromhis tone that he did
not really have doubts any | onger

"I't would have been a very good thing, |I think, if | could
have gotten it," Renee answered, unperturbed. "For then we
shoul d not have had all this confusion which you have stil
not explained in the least."

"But for yoursel f?"

"For me?" Renee | ooked at Miirelon with convincing hor-

ror. "But no! Only consider! The Saltash Platter makes per-
sons speak the truth, and that would have been of all things
t he nost inconvenient."”

Ki m | aughed. Mairelon | ooked at her with an affronted ex-
pression, which only nade her | augh harder. Slowy Mirelon
began to smile. "Yes, under the circunstances, | can see
where it would have been, er, inconvenient."

Lady G anl ei gh chose this nonent to stop abusing her
brother and turn back to the rest of the room "Marianne, it
is high ti me—where is Marianne?"

"CGone," Mairelon answered hel pfully.



Jonat han sni ckered, and Lady Granl ei gh rounded on him

"It is not hunorous, young man! Stand aside," she com
manded Stuggs. "I nust |eave at once, to prevent my ward
fromthrowi ng herself away on that |anmentably foolish young
nman.

"I "ave my duty," Stuggs said, not noving. "And | 'ave one
or two questions as you ought to answer, beggin' your pardon
for the inconvenience."

"OfF course, you could always pay a call in Bow Street
later,” Mairelon put in as Lady Granleigh stared, unable to
bel i eve that Stuggs had not imrediately foll owed her orders.
"It would cause quite a sensation anong the ton, you m ght
even set a new fashion."

"Anelia!" Jasper had gone pale. "W can't! The duns woul d
be after me the mnute they got wind of it."

"What is it you wish to know?" Lady Granleigh said stiffly.

"'Ow did you cone to '"ave an interest in that there platter?
An' what sort o' interest did you 'ave?"

"I amvery nmuch afraid that | can answer that," a new voice
sai d from behi nd Stuggs.

St uggs junped back and whirled, so that he coul d cover
both the doorway and the corner where Laverham Stower,
and St. dair stood. Then he sniled and relaxed. "Sir!" he
sai d, and stepped asi de.

Four men entered behind him Hunch was the only one

Ki m recogni zed; the other three were gentry toffs, mddle-
aged and dressed for riding, but she didn't recall seeing any
of them before. She glanced around the room sizing up the
reactions of the rest of the group. Lady G anl ei gh was
staring

at the man who had spoken, and she had gone rather pale.
Jonat han Aberford turned red when he saw the second toff,

but Robert smiled in relief at the sane man. Laverham and
Stower wore bl ank expressions, St. Clair's eyes narrowed and
his lips thinned as he stared at the newconers, and Ki m got
the inpression that he was not at all pleased. Stuggs was
watching the third man with a respectful expression. Andrew,
Renee, and Mairelon all |ooked startled to various degrees.

"\What 'ave you been a-doi ng now. Master Richards?" Hunch
demanded, ignoring the rest of the conpany entirely.

"An excell ent question," Robert murmured. "Perhaps you'l
do better at getting an answer than we have."

"Well, well,” Mairelon said. He blinked, smled, and swept
a bow. "Your servant, Ganleigh, Bramingham |'mafraid
you' ve mi ssed nost of the excitenent, Edward."

"I am desolated,” the third man replied. Wth a start, Kim
recogni zed his voice he was the Earl of Shoreham who had



sent Mairelon off to Ranton Hill in search of the Saltash
Platter. "Richard, | hate to be overly particular, but I seem
to recall telling you not to attract atten...Andrew? \Wat the
devil are you doing here?"

"No, no, we've already had that bit," Mairelon said. "I want
to know what Granl ei gh here neant when he said he could
account for Lady Granleigh's, er, actions. And how you al
happen to be here," he added as an afterthought.

"I received sone information last night, after Hunch left,"
the Earl replied. He glanced toward Laverhamand St. Cair.
"I thought it sufficiently urgent to post down, but it seens
to have been an unnecessary effort."

"I'f you're tal king about the irregular relationship between
M. Laverhamand St. Clair, yes, that's come out,"” Mirelon
said. "But where did you pick up these others?"

"Hunch told ne you'd gone to Brani ngham Pl ace, " Shore-

ham sai d. "Naturally we went |ooking for you there. Ms.
Brami ngham had just di scovered that npbst of her houseguests
had vani shed, and Bram ngham and G anl ei gh elected to

cone with ne in hopes of hunting themup."

"And in hopes of getting away fromthe excellent Ms. Bra-

m ngham s frenzy," Miirelon murrmured. "Quite understand-
abl e. Now, what was that you were saying about Lady G an-

| ei gh?" he asked, turning to the tall, distinguished man who
had been first through the door

The first man sighed and gl anced toward the Earl of
Shoreham "My wife has a tendency to neddle," he ex-

Pl ai ned. Lady Granleigh stiffened and recovered her usua
color, but her husband gave her a | ook that caused her to
subsi de wi thout saying anything. Kimwas inpressed; there
nmust be nore to this stuffy-looking cull than at first
appear ed.

"A tendency to neddle," Lord Granleigh repeated. "And

consi derably nore anbition than | had realized- | believe she
was trying to arrange for me to be the next Mnister of Wz-
ardry." He gave the Earl of Shoreham another sidel ong | ook

as he spoke, as though checking his reaction

"Nonsense, Stephen,"” Lady G anlei gh said unconvincingly.
"You are perfectly capabl e of managi ng such matters
yoursel f."

"True," Lord Ganleigh replied. "A fact which you woul d be
wel | advised to renenber in the future, Arelia. Your inter-
ference this time could very easily have had unpl easant con-
sequences. "

"I don't know what you are tal king about," Lady G anleigh
sai d even nore unconvincingly than before. "I amonly here
to keep Marianne fromruining herself with Freddy Meredith."
"I don't believe it," the last of the three toffs put in.
"Freddy's a good | ad. He wouldn't do anything, er, dishonor-



able."

"Freddy said sonething about a special |icense before he
left, M Bram ngham" Robert said, ignoring Lady G an-
| eigh's glare.

"Yes, | believe he has one with him" Miireton said. "Amaz-
ingly sensible of him too. Any number of things nmight have
gone wong between here and G etna Green, if he'd chosen
that route.”

"Sensi bl e?" Jonat han goggl ed at Mirel on. "Freddy?"

"There, you see?" M. Bram nghamsaid to the room at

large. His eye fell on St. Cair, and he frowned. "Shoreham
what's Baron St. Clair doing in the corner with this fellow
pointing a pistol at hin®P"

"'E's under arrest, in the nane o' the Law, " Stuggs inforned
him "Along with these other two- | "aven't got straight yet
which o' "emdid what, but they 'as all done somethin', and |
"ave ny duty."

"You ought to be arresting that man as well," Jonathan Ab-
erford grunbl ed, pointing at Mirelon. "Woever he is.
D dn't soneone say he was want ed?"

Andrew s face set in grimlines. Mairelon only smiled and

| ooked at the Earl of Shoreham Shorehamreturned the

smle, then said to Jonathan, "He is certainly wanted by the
French, but though our relations with them have inproved a
good deal, | don't think our cooperation would stretch so far
as to turn one of our people over to them Particularly a man
wi th such a distinguished record.”

"You're too kind," Miirelon said.
"Probably," Shoreham agreed bl andly.

Andrew s nmouth had dropped open, as had Lady G an-
leigh's. St. dair had gone white, Renee D Auber and Hunch
| ooked snmug. "Wiat are you tal ki ng about?" Jonat han de-
manded.

The Earl of Shoreham sighed. "For the past five years,
Richard Merrill has been one of the best agents the War O -
fice has had the good fortune to enploy. is that clear enough
for you?"

"But —but | thought he stole the Saltash Set," Jonat han
sai d, frowning.

"Merrill?" the Earl of Shorehamsaid. "It's your turn to ex-
plain."
"In a mnute. | don't think we were quite through with Lord

Granl eigh yet," Mairelon answered. "I still don't understand
what Lady G anleigh's anbitions for her husband have to do
with the Saltash Set, or how she found out about it in the
first place."



"She listened at doors, that's how, " Jasper Marston said
waspi shly, lifting his head for the first time since the Earl
and hi s conpani ons had arrived.

Lady G anl ei gh gasped. "Jasper, how dare you—

"Ch, stop it, Anelia," Jasper said "There's no use pretend-
ing to injured i nnocence. They al ready know nost of it.
They know you," he added spitefully.

"You are not thinking about what you are saying," Lady
Granleigh said in a tone that could have frozen the Thanes at
m d- sunmer .

"I know exactly what |'m saying! This whole nmess is your
fault, Amelia, and I'mnot going to take the blanme for it."

"My fault? You are the one who brought along that Bow
Street Runner! | suppose you are going to claimyou knew
not hi ng about it."

"As it 'appens, 'e didn't," Stuggs put in. "I know ny busi-
ness, and it ain't lettin" no buffle ‘eaded toff in on the
ni ck, beggin' your pardon, sir."

"It was your idea to get hold of that blasted platter!™
Jasper

said, ignoring Stuggs. "The whole thing was your idea, start
to finish!"

Mairel on cleared his throat, which recalled the presence of
an audi ence to the conbatants. Lady G anleigh closed her
nmout h on what ever she had planned to say, and Jasper sub-
sided on the hearth once nore, holding his head. Mirelon
snmled blandly. "And how woul d Lady Granleigh's, er, acquir-
ing the Saltash Platter advance you with the Mnistry, Lord
G anl ei gh?"

Lord Granl eigh | ooked at Mairelon in surprise. "Good

Lord, man, recovering the Saltash Set and catching the thief
woul d gi ve anyone a boost! One of those chaps down at the
Royal Coll ege cane up with a gadget that said so, and the
whol e M nistry has been buzzing ever since."

"A gadget ?" Mairelon frowned, distracted. "Not one of

Fot herington's crystal s? He's been trying to get themto nake
accurate predictions forever, do you nean to say he's finally
succeeded?"

"As it happens, yes," the Earl of Shoreham said. "You can
discuss it with himlater."

"How did he get it to—

"Later, Richard. Right now, we want your story, and you
must admit we've been very patient.”

"Too patient," Hunch said darkly.



"Ch, very well. | think I have enough of the pieces to put
together a fairly good picture. It's a long tale, though
you' d best nmke yourselves confortable.™

The Earl suppressed anot her sigh and | eaned agai nst the
Door. M. Bram ngham |ooking mldly puzzled, held a chair
for Renee D Auber, while the rest of the conmpany (with the
exception of Stuggs and his prisoners) settled thensel ves
around the room Watching Lady G anl ei gh and Jonat han
Aberford vie for a chair, Kimwas gl ad she'd bagged the
footstool before it had occurred to anyone else to sit down.

"The story begins about five years ago," Mirelon said, and
Kimsmled, recognizing the fam liar |lecturing tone. "The
Saltash Set, of which this is part, was being displayed in
t he

ant echanber of the Royal College of Wzards, to which | had
recently been elected.”

"Lord St dair—= Mirelon gave himan ironic half-bow,

"—had for sone tinme been attenpting to obtain the Saltash

Set fromthe Coll ege, but for one reason or another, the Col-
| ege refused to sell So he decided to steal it. Having no
experience with the finer points of theft, he approached his
illegitimate hal f brother, Daniel Laverham for assistance.”

"Laverham sent St. Clair a young man named Janes Fen-

ton, who | nmust suppose was both an accompli shed house-
breaker and extrenely loyal to Laverham Laverham you see,
disliked and distrusted St. dair—=

"Wth reason!" Dan Laverhaminterrupted, glaring at Lord
St. dair.

"Quiet, you," Stuggs said. "You'll 'ave your chance to talk

| ater."

"St. Clair arranged for Fenton to steal the Saltash Set,"

Mai relon continued. "St. Cair nust have taken care of the
Royal Col |l ege's mmgi cal precautions against theft, and Fenton
did the rest, including dropping one or two itenms he'd stol en
fromme in the antechanber to make it look as if | were the
thief. He had even timed things so that 1'd be on ny way

hone al one from ny club when the theft occurred, so he had

no reason to worry about laying information at Bow Street

agai nst ne.”

"Unfortunately for St. dair, things began going wong at
that point. | ran into Shoreham here outside the club, and we
got to arguing about the use of invocations in wards and pro-
tective spells. W ended up at Renee's, experinenting with
catnip and powdered pearls until the watchnen made their
nor ni ng rounds. "

"Then why didn't you say so?" Andrew burst out "Wy did
you | et everyone believe—=

"At first, because | didn't see the need,"” Mairelon said. "I
didn't think anyone woul d take the accusation seriously. And
there was Renee's reputation to consider."



"Whi ch was a great foolishness,” Renee D Auber said em
phatically. "I amthe eccentric, me, and no one pays the
| east

attention when | do odd things."

"Not now. " Mairelon agreed. "But five years ago you were
barely eighteen, and it would not have done."

"Bah!" said Renee, dismssing these imaginary terrors with a
wave. "You are altogether English, and very silly besides.
Papa and | woul d have contrived somet hing."

"But once you knew the Runners intended to arrest you—
Andrew sai d and stopped, |ooking from Mairelon to Renee
Uncertainly.

"By then | had asked them not to say anything," the Earl of
Shoreham said. "It was the perfect excuse for Richard to fly
the country and take up residence on the Continent, and we
needed soneone like himto do just that. Soneone who coul d
deal with any level of society, soneone who woul dn't [ ook
too suspicious, and above all, soneone who knew magi c.

Ri chard was perfect."

"So Hunch and | fled to France,"” Mirelon resuned. "Mean-
whil e, Fenton took the Saltash Set to Laverhaminstead of St
Cair. Since Laverhamdidn't know the set had magi cal prop-
erties, he broke it up and sold it to spite his brother. By
the tine Fenton |l earned that the set was nore useful together
than apart, it was too |late. The pieces were scattered, and
practically inpossible to trace."

Laverhamand St. Clair were | ooking at Mairelon as if he
had suddenly acquired two heads. the rest of the conpany
was listening with rapt attention. Kimshook her head in ad-
mration. Mairelon had put it together so neatly that he

m ght have been eavesdropping on Laverhamand St. dair

the whol e tine.

"One of the pieces of the set, the bow, was purchased by a
German Baron," Mirelon said. "I got wind of it, and after
t he

war | stayed on the Continent to track it down. It took mne
nearly a year. Meanwhil e, Laverham had recovered two of

the four spheres, and the platter had fallen into the

i nnocent

hands of M. Aberford's little group.”

Jonat han Aberford scow ed, and Ki m wonder ed whet her he
was nore annoyed by Mairelon's reference to the druids as a
"little group” or by his characterizing them as innocent.

"That was the situation sone four weeks ago when | re-

turned to England,"” Miirelon said, giving Jonathan a charm
ing smle, "And things began to get conplicated. Naturally I
couldn't return as nyself, the Runners were still after ne,
and | have a great deal of respect for their abilities." He
and Stuggs exchanged nods. "So | chose the rote of a narket
performer. No one expects a real mmgician to work for pennies



and the occasional shilling in a market, so | didn't expect
anyone to look for me there. But | did send word to
Shoreham and | presune he told you, Lord G anleigh."

Mai rel on paused and | ooked at Lord Granl ei gh expec-
Tantly. Lord Granl eigh nodded. "He did W di scussed the
implications at sone length." He glanced at his wife and
added, "In ny study."

"That will be how Lady Granleigh heard about it," Mir-

elon said with suprene tack of tact. "She, ah, persuaded her

brother to help her find me, intending, | suppose, to collect
me and as nuch of the Saltash Set as possible and present the
ot to the Royal College on behalf of her husband."

"And a proper mull 'e made of it," Stuggs put in, |ooking
scornfully at Jasper Marston "Went around askin' this one an'
that one, with no nore sense nor a baby. Wrd was all over
St. Gles before the day was out."

"How was | to know?" Jasper conplained. "'Find this Merrill
person,' she said; well, how do you find one man in the
whol e of London wi t hout asking?"

"Whi ch expl ai ns how Bow Street heard of ny return,”
Mai rel on said, "and undoubtedly how M. Laverham heard of

it, as well." He glanced at Dan, who gl ared and sai d not hi ng.
"Bow Street arranged for M. Stuggs here to keep an eye on
M. Marston. At least, | presune it was Bow Street." He

threw a sidelong | ook at the Earl of Shoreham

The Earl | aughed. "Right again, Ri chard Stuggs has done a
job or two for me before, though this wasn't one of them
How di d you guess?"

"He recogni zed you when you arrived just now," Mirelon
answered. "And only one of your people would call you '
and not 'ny lord "."

Sir

Lady G anleigh sniffed, but a | ook fromher husband kept
her from sayi ng anyt hi ng.

"Once he found Mairelon the Magician, M. Mirston hired
Kim here to | ook through ny wagon for the Saltash Bow . I,
er, found her in process and persuaded her to come with ne
after she conpleted her conm ssion from M. Mrston."

"Cloth-head,” Kimnuttered, not entirely sure whether she
nmeant Marston or Mairel on.

"I suspect it was Laverhamis nmen we gave the slip to on our

way out of London," Mairelon went on blandly. "It doesn't
matter, though. Shorehamtold us where the platter was, and
we cane here to recover it. |I'mnot sure how Renee found out

where we were headed—

"Lord Shorehamtold nme," Renee said ."And since Mnsieur
Andrew Merrill was of an unhappi ness, and had besi des heard
some of the runors, and since | also heard that the Bow
Street Runners were of an interest, | thought, me, that it



woul d be best to cone here and arrange matters mysel f."

"Renee!" Shoreham | ooked horrified.
"Ch. | was very discreet.” Renee assured him "No one
knew | was not in London, except of course Madane Bra-

m ngham and her guests, and Monsi eur Andrew stayed at the
inn in that towm with the dreadful nane | cannot remenber."

"Swaf fl ton?" Mairel on nmurmnured.

"Yes, that is it," Renee said. "And it has all turned out
well, so there is no reason for you to pull your nouth down,
so, and rmake faces as if you have the stomachache.”

"You should have left matters to ne,”
ing his head.

Shor eham sai d, shak-

Renee opened her eyes very wide. “Truly? But it does not
seemto nme that you have done very mnuch."

"It wasn't necessary," Miirelon said. "Any nore than it was
necessary for you to cone."

"Well, but it might have been," Renee replied, unper-

turbed. "And it is better to be too ready, is it not? A so, |
do not see that you would explain anything at all to ne if |
had stayed in London, and | do not w sh to perish of the
curi -

osity. Sol amglad | came, and | do not care if you | ook
very

sour about it."

Maireton rolled his eyes, and Ki mlaughed. She was begi n-
ning to like Renee in spite of herself.

"I don't know whether Lady G anleigh knew that the Salt-

ash Platter was in Ranton Hi Il when she came down to Ms
Branmgham s house party,” Miirelon went on after a no-

ment, "but | rather think not. It didn't take her long to

di s-

cover it and send for her brother, though, and the roads and
weat her being as they' ve been, both of themwere settled in
before we arrived.”

"Laver ham nust have known the platter's whereabouts for
several nonths, at |east, but he was being very cautious. He
arranged for Janes Fenton to take a job as footman to Freddy
Meredith, intending to have Fenton steal the platter for him
Later. Fenton had other ideas."

Dan Laverham nmuttered somet hing under his breath and
glared at Mairelon. Mairelon snmiled, and Ki m shook her
head. He was enjoying this altogether too rmuch, she

t hought .

"Fenton's fam ly was respectable, and his brother was a sil-
versmth Fenton persuaded himto copy the Saltash Platter
exactly. Perhaps the original idea was to cover up the theft
of the platter for as long as possible, but he nust have



realized fairly soon that he could nake a tidy sumselling
copies of the platter to each of the, er, interested parties.
Since he wasn't a nmagician hinself, he didn't know that the
forgeries would be childishly easy to spot.”

"When the copies were finished, Fenton replaced the rea
platter with a copy and hid it in the druid s |odge."

Mai rel on

waved at the gaping hole in the floor in front of the hearth.
"But he was stretching his luck, making the copies had taken
a

long tinme, and Laverham was beginning to worry, particu-
larly since by then he'd heard that | was back. So Laverham

sent Jack Stower there down to Ranton Hill to check on Fen-
ton."
"Then he didn't followne at all!" Kimexclainmd, remem

beri ng how fri ghtened she had been by Jack's unexpected ap-
pearance at the inn in Ranton Hill.

"No, but it was as well that you kept out of sight,"” Mir-
el on said. "Think of the trouble we'd have had if Laverham
had arrived a few days earlier than he did."

Ki m shudder ed.

"Richard,"” the Earl of Shoreham said. Hi s tone was mld,
but Mairelon signed and returned to his story.

"Just to thoroughly confuse matters, at about this tine
Freddy Meredith lost the false platter to Henry Bram ngham
in a game of cards. Henry knew that his uncle," Mirelon
nodded at G egory St. Clair, "collected oddities of that sort
and proposed to give it to him That brought St. dair down
to Ranton Hi Il posthaste and set off an interesting round of
burgl ari es at Bram ngham Place. Kimand | were privileged to
observe nost of the parade.”

"What, what?" said M. Bram ngham

"We hid in your priest's hole," Mirelon explained.
"Priest's hole?" Kimsaid, disappointed. "Is that what it
was?

I thought it was a spell."

"Bram ngham showed it to me last time | visited," Mirelon
said. "Next tine your household is roused in the mddl e of
the night, Bram ngham you should renenber to check inside
it."

"Yes, but what's this about burglaries?" Bram ngham said
"Somebody broke into the library a couple of nights ago,
but =

"Several sonebodies,” Mairelon interrupted. "Actually, |
bel i eve Renee was the first, but she recognized the platter
for a fake and left it where it was. She was | ong gone when
Kimand | got there."



"I knew | "adn't ought to 'ave gone to London and |left you
"ere with "er," Hunch said.

"It wasn't my ideal" Kimprotested.

"I didn't figure as it was," Hunch said dryly, and Kim
blinked in surprise. Then she grinned at him

"W were interrupted by M. Stowers arrival.” Miirelon
said with a quelling | ook at Hunch. "Stower was interrupted
in turn by Marston and Stuggs, who were interrupted by
Jonat han Aberford."

"Jonat han?" Robert Choim et said, startled. "Are you sure?"

"He has a turn of phrase that is unmni stakable," Miirelon
answer ed.

"Have you got maggots in your head?" Robert demanded,
glaring at Jonathan. "Or have you suddenly gotten as bacon-
brai ned as Freddy Meredith? Wiy in heaven's name woul d

you try to burgl e Bram ngham Pl ace?"

"I thought it would work," Jonathan said sullenly.
"He hadn't counted on the, er, conpetition,” Mirelon
said. "In the end, Lady G anl eigh managed to obtain the plat-
ter by as neat a trick as |'ve seen. You m ght consider

t aki ng

her on, Shoreham she's got the nerves for it."

Lady G anl eigh | ooked as if she did not know whether to

be pleased or insulted by this remark, and Kimhid a snile

"Lady Granleigh quickly discovered that her platter was a
forgery, which left her in something of a dilema. She
couldn't return it to the Brammghans wi t hout awkward expl a-
nati ons, but she didn't want to keep it, either. And Jonat han
Aberford was hangi ng about Brani ngham Pl ace and maki ng a

nui sance of himself, if Lady G anleigh and her brother mnade
any attenpts to locate the real platter, Jonathan was sure to
notice. So she decided to give the forgery back to the druids
and solve two problens at once.”

"M ss D Auber and | had agreed to neet this norning near
here to conpare what we had each | earned. She was de-

| ayed— Muirel on gave Andrew a qui ck | ook, and Andrew
smled wyly, "—so | was here al one when Lady G anleigh

and her party arrived. |, ah, accepted the platter on M Ab-
erford' s behalf."

"By what right?" Jonathan demanded

Mai rel on | ooked at himw t hout answering. Stuggs nade a
peculiar noise that Kimrealized, after a nmoment, was a
snot hered chuckl e. Jonat han turned very red and subsi ded,
nmuttering, and Mairelon turned back to the Earl of Shoreham
and continued his tale.

"Meanwhi |l e, Fenton was proceeding with his own pl ans.



He gave or sold the second of his fakes to Jack Stower and
presumably made arrangenments to neet with a couple of

ot her prospective custoners.” Miirelon glanced toward St
Clair, who did not react. Jonathan Aberford, however
scowl ed and shifted uneasily. Miirelon smled. "Yes,

t hought so."

"GCet on withit, Rchard," the Earl said. He sounded
anmused but det erm ned

"You have no sense of the dramatic, Shoreham" Mairel on
conpl ai ned.

"I have as much as | need," the Earl replied in a dry voice.
"Though | will readily admt that | have not spent the |ast
few years on a stage. No doubt it's a grave failing in ny
education.”

"No doubt," Mairelon said, |ooking sonewhat disgruntled.
"Well, Stower was on the point of returning to London wth
his platter when he spotted Hunch in Ranton Hill. He fol-

| owed Hunch to our canp and attenpted to take the false
platter we had collected, instead, he |l ost his own and
prompted nme to head by Bram ngham Place to find out what
was goi ng on.”

"I found nore than | expected." Mirelon paused, stanng at
the far wall, and sonething in his stance kept the others
from

commenti ng. Then he shook hinself and | ooked at M Bra-

m ngham "When you get back, you'd best send someone

down to the wood by the Long Avenue. There's a body and
two nore copies of the Saltash Platter hidden there."

"Richard!" said the Earl, his voice carrying clearly over the
confused babbl e that broke out among the rest of the I|is-
teners. "\Who? What happened?”

"The body was the unfortunate and anbitious Janmes Fen-

ton," Mirelon answered. "As to what happened, | can only
specul ate, Kimand | heard the shot, but we didn't get a | ook
at the man who fired it."

"Specul ate, then!"

"I think Fenton had arranged to nmeet soneone in the Long
Avenue. Two soneones, actually, he couldn't very well have
sold both fakes to the sane person. | think he niscal cul ated
badl y—enenber, he didn't know that a magician could

easily tell the difference between his forgeries and the rea
platter. So when he tried to pass off one of the fakes, St
Cair shot him"

"Unlikely," Lord St. Clair said into the horrified silence
that foll owed.

"Not at all,"” Mairelon said with exaggerated politeness.
"You, Laverham and Aberford there are the nmpbst |ogica
peopl e for Fenton to pick as possible custoners for his re-



mai ni ng forgeries. Laverham or rather, Laverham s nman
Stower, already had a platter. Aberford would clearly do a

| ot

to get his hands on his, er, Sacred Dish, but | doubt he'd
commt nurder. Besides, if he'd killed Fenton, he woul dn't
have hel d up Laverham s coach hal f an hour |ater, |ooking for
the platter."

Jonat han jerked. "How did you know—-

"It's the only reason you' ve done anything for the past
week," Mairelon said. "You were supposed to neet Fenton,

too, weren't you? How did you find out that he was hoping to
sell the platter to sonmeone el se?"

"I heard himbragging about it at the inn," Jonathan said
sullenly. "I didn't kill anyone!"

"Yes, | know," Mairelon said. "You thought you'd save
yourself sone tine and trouble, not to mention noney, and
hol d up the coach instead of paying Fenton."

"This is all speculation,”" St. Cdair said. He acted as if he
wer e cal m enough, but there were small |ines of tension at

t he

corners of his eyes, and a nmuscle in his jaw tw tched now and
agai n when he was not speaki ng.

"Not entirely," Mairelon told him "A nmonent ago, you

told Laverham and Stuggs that they couldn't prove anything
agai nst you wi thout Fenton, but no one has mentioned M.
Fenton's unfortunate dem se until now If you didn't kill
hi m

how did you know'?"

"I was not referring to this Fenton's death,"” Lord St. dair
said coldly. "I merely neant that no one knew where he was."

"Convi nce the Runners of that" Mirel on nodded at
St uggs.

"You were the man he was to neet!" Jonat han sai d sud-
denly, staring intently at St. dair. "You were the one to
whom he woul d have sold the Sacred D sh!"

Robert Choinet rolled his eyes Lady G anleigh | ooked
Shocked. The Earl of Shoreham frowned. "How do you
know?" he deranded.

"He was at the inn, | saw hi m hangi ng about while |I was
foll ow ng Fenton."

"Hardly convincing," St. Cair said.

"I doubt that the Runners will have any trouble finding
proof, one way or another," Mairelon said.

"Now that they're looking at the right nman," Andrew mut-

t er ed.



"In any case. St. Clair shot Fenton, but Kimand | inter-
rupted him Laverham and Stower interrupted us and brought

us here. | presune St. Cair followed us. Fenton had hidden
the platter under the hearth, we found it and had a small
di sagreement over its ownership. | expect Stuggs can tell you

the rest; he was here for nost of it. And that's all."
TVEENTY- Sl X

It wasn't all by a long shot. Everyone wanted a chance to

obj ect, explain, or ask questions, and it took all the Earl's
consi derabl e force of character to keep themnnore or |ess
under control. Mairelon was no hel p whatever, he took

i medi at e advant age of the commtion to dodge past Hunch and
corner Lord G anleigh, whom he began cross-questi oni ng about
recent magi cal devel opments at the Royal College of Wzards.

After a few m nutes of chaos, Stuggs brought the confusion

to a halt by pointing out that he ought to take his prisoners
into town and make arrangenents for themto be transported

to London.

"There's another one asleep on the box of the coach out-
side," Mairelon said, turning his head. "I don't know what
he's done, but I'mquite sure it's sonething nasty."

Stuggs frowned "'"E ain't a wizard, too, is 'e?"

"What, driving a coach?" Jonathan said scornfully.

"No, he's just another of Laverham s crew," Mirelon said.

"Unpl easant enough, but quite ordinary so far as his skills
are concerned. "

"Still, that makes four of them" Shoreham said. "Wich is

a bit much to expect one man, however conpetent, to handle
al one. "

"Well, | could go along as far as the town," M Bra-
m ngham of fered. "It's not nuch out of nmy way, you know. |
can't stop there, though, ny wife will be waiting to hear

what's happened. "

"And to spread it over as nuch of the county as she can
reach,” Mairelon murrmured. "lI'mafraid St. Cair is going to
be a social outcast no nmatter how the trial turns out."

"I should think so," Lady Granleigh sniffed. "H s behavior

to nme, and to poor Marianne, has been sinply unpardonabl e.

If it hadn't been for him Marianne would not have run off as
she did."

Everyone | ooked at Lady Granleigh in patent disbelief, in-
cl uding Jasper. Lady Granleigh stared haughtily down her
nose at the lot of them "Pointing that pistol at poor Mar-
i anne clearly disordered her intellect. | amquite confident
that, had you behaved as a gentlenman ought, w ser counsels
woul d have prevail ed, and she would not have dashed off to
be married in such a hole-in-the-corner fashion."



"I congratul ate you, Lady Granleigh,” Lord St. dair said
after a monent. "I have never before net anyone with so
great a talent for seeing the world as she wishes it to be."

Lady G anl eigh stared through the space occupied by Lord
St. Cair as if he were not there, then turned to her

br ot her.

"Come, Jasper, it is time we were going.

“Time and past,"” Kimnuttered. Mirelon glanced sharply
in her direction, but no one el se seened to hear

"Il acconpany you, ny dear," Lord Granleigh said in a
tone that brooked no argunent. "Brami ngham s right; we
shoul d be getting back."

Lady Granleigh did not |ook at all pleased by this devel op-
ment (nor did Jasper), but they had no choice but to go

al ong Ki m wonder ed whet her Lord G anl ei gh would give

them both a dressing-down in the carriage. She hoped so, the
bracket-faced nort deserved a tongue-|ashing and then sone
for the way she'd been mucki ng about in everyone else's af-
fairs, and Jasper was no better

"Now, then, Stuggs,"” Lord Shoreham said when the
Granl ei ghs were safely out the door. "You'll want someone
besi des Brami nghamto help with the prisoners, | think. No
sense in taking chances."

" Robert Choini et vol unteered.
" He nudged Jonat han

"We'd be happy to help, sir,’
"That is, if you think we'd be useful
with his el bow

"Happy?!". Jonathan said bitterly. "Ch, yes, of course, cer-
tainly. The Sacred Dish is gone for good, the lodge is in
ruins, and the Sons of the New Dawn wi Il be a | aughi ngst ock
Naturally we're happy."

Mai rel on | ooked at him "1 hardly think one broken win-
dow, a displaced hearthstone, and a coupl e of overturned
chairs constitute being in ruins."

"Yes, we've done nore damage ourselves on a good night,"
Robert agreed. "Do stop playacting, Jon."

"Pl ayacting? Playacting? You don't seemto realize how se-
rious this is! W need to consecrate the Sacred Di sh before
we

can nake any nore progress in the Mysteries."

Robert roiled his eyes and Mairelon hid a smle. Kimfelt
sorry for Jonathan. She knew what it was |like to | ose some-
thi ng she'd depended on having, even if she didn't know any-
thi ng about druids or magic. And after all, it wasn't bis
fault he'd gotten hold of the Saltash Platter instead of sone
ordinary silver tray that no one el se would have cared about.
A thought occurred to her, and she said suddenly, "Wy’ d you
pick the Saltash Platter for your Sacred Dish? | nean, would
any old w cher cheat do, or does it have to be this

parti cul ar



one?"

"I't was perfect,"” Jonathan said sullenly. "It's exactly the
right di nensions, and the pattern has the proper bal ance of
natural form and abstract design. It took me two years , of
hunting to find it, and it had to be stolen!"

"Well, if all you need is sonething that size and shape,
can't you use one of the fake platters? There's enough of
around. "

em

Everyone | ooked at Kim and she flushed. "It was just an
i dea."

"And a very good one," Miirelon said. "One of the false
platters should suit you admirably, Aberford. Better than the
real thing, in fact; you won't have to worry about your
spells

getting tangled up with the ones that are already in the
Sal t -

ash Platter and expl oding, or doing sonething equally unex-
pected. "

Jonat han, who had opened his nmouth, closed it again,

| ooki ng suddenly very thoughtful. The Earl of Shoreham s
lips twitched, and Renee D Auber put up a hand to hide a
smle, Andrew only | ooked bewi|ldered, and St. dair and the
ot her prisoners studiously ignored the exchange.

"I doubt that there will be any fuss over ownership of one
of the duplicates, either," Mirel on added.

"I think I can guarantee that no official questions will be
asked," Shoreham put in. "Provided there is no fuss nmade at
this end, of course. | should warn you, though, that | can't

do a thing about gossip." He glanced in the direction of the
door, where Lady Granleigh and her party had | ong since
vani shed.

"CGossip won't do anything but increase our nenbership,"
Robert comrented. "We night even get a couple of fell ows
who' Il pay their subscription fees. That woul d pl ease Austen
no end."

"Yes, wouldn't it?" Jonathan said, failing to sound anything

li ke as offhanded as he plainly wanted to. "Very well, we'll
doit."”

"Good. | have two at ny wagon; you can come by this

eveni ng and pick one up,"” Miirelon said. "It's just down the

road, on the |left-hand side as you head toward the village."
"Thi s evening? But | thought—=

"I have a few things still to do here,"” Miirelon interrupted,
"and it won't be convenient for you to wait. Trust ne."

"Yes, and your nother was in an awful taking when I left,
Jon," Robert put in. "God knows what she's |ike by now
She' |l have half the county out hunting for you if you don't



get home soon, depend on it."
"Ch, very well," Jonathan said ungraciously. He swirled his
cl oak unnecessarily and stal ked to the door of the |odge. "I
shall wait upon you this evening," he told Mairelon in

port en-

tous tones, and left.

"Silly young chub," Mirelon said, but not |oudly enough
to be heard outside.

Andrew frowned. "Wait a minute. Didn't sonebody say his
horse ran off? How is he planning to get hone, wherever
home i s?"

"Ch, Jon never plans anything," Robert said in a resigned

tone. "Except cerenmponies. He'll probably take ny horse. |
think I had better come along with you and Bram ngham

after all, M. Stuggs- | can stop in the village for as long
as you need help with that lot, and then borrow a horse to
get

home on."

St uggs nodded and handed hima pistol. "Right, then
Move al ong, now, you lot."

"I think I'd best go with them at |east as far as the
coach, "

the Earl of Shorehamsaid to Mairelon as St. Clair, Jack
Stower, and Dan Laverham started toward the door, flanked

by Robert and M. Bram ngham “Two of them are w zards,

after all, and it wouldn't do for themto take advantage, so
to speak."

"You al ways were a cautious one," Mairelon told him "Shal
| come and hel p?"

"No, no, you've done enough al ready!” Shorehamreplied
quickly. "And it'll only take a nmonent. You stay here." He
foll owed Brammgham who was bringing up the end of
Stuggs's little procession, out the door

Mai rel on gazed after himwith an abstracted air. "Now, do
you suppose he was being subtle, tactful, or nmerely cow
ardl y?" he asked the wi ndow Laver ham had broken

"'E's a-doing of 'is job," Hunch said. "Wich you ought to
'ave been, too, instead of breaking into 'ouses and things
while I was gone."

"That was ny job," Mairelon pointed out. "Or part of doing
it, anyway, which conmes to the same thing."

"You m ght 'ave got shot," Hunch said doggedly.

"Yes, well, | didn't, so there's no need to go on about it,
especially since the main reason you're so nattered about it
is that you missed out on the fun."

"Nattered about it?" said Andrew in a puzzl ed tone.



"It's one of Kinmls expressions,” Mairelon said "Very de-
scriptive." He paused, |ooking at Andrew, and Hunch cl osed
his nouth on whatever further comment he had been about

to make. "It's good to see you again, Andrew," Mirelon said
after what seemed a very long tine.

"It's good to see you, too, Richard," Andrew answered in a
| ow voice. "For a while I...wasn't sure | was going to."

"What ? You haven't been listening to Hunch, have you?
That busi ness on the Peninsula wasn't anything |like as
serious

as he clains."

"I can see that Hunch and | are going to have to have a
long talk," Andrew said with a crooked smle. "But that
wasn' t

what | neant."”

"Yes, well, actually I know that, but it doesn't matter,"
Mai rel on said quickly.

"It matters to ne," Andrew persisted. He took a deep
breath and went on. "I m sjudged you very badly five years
ago, and | want to tell you that I know it now, and |'m
sorry."

Renee D Auber gave a small nod of satisfaction, and a sl ow
grin began to spread across Hunch's face. Kimfelt Iike
cheer -

i ng, but she didn't dare. She was al nost afraid to breathe,
for fear someone woul d notice, and renmenber she was there,
and

make her | eave.

"Al'l right," Miirelon said gently, his eyes on Andrew s face.
"You' ve told nme. Apol ogy accepted. Can we |eave it at that?"

"You mean | —you'll—that's all?"

"Real |y, Andrew, were you expecting ne to demand sati s-
faction?" Mairelon said in the nildly exasperated tone he
used

with Hunch and Kim "A pretty thing that would be; you are
nmy brother, after all, not to mention that dueling's illegal
O did you think I'd throw a fit of tenmper? | could turn you
into a frog for a few mnutes, if it would nake you fee
better, but 1'd really rather not. It's the devil of a

nui sance to neasure out all the ingredients for the powder,
and | can never renenber the proper endings for the verbs."

Andrew | aughed. "l—aell, thank you, Richard. WII you
be com ng honme now?"

The words were a question, but his tone made it clear that
he expected Mairelon to answer yes. Kims heart |lurched as
she realized just how inevitable that yes was, and how nuch
it would mean. The Mairelon she knew was an act, a trick to
fool the Runners, and the trick was no | onger necessary. He



woul d becorme Richard Merrill again, and go back to a gentry
life she could hardly imgine. She tried to be glad, but al
she could think was that there would be no place in that life
for her. She wapped her arms around herself and hugged hard.
At | east she had the five pounds Jasper Marston had paid her
and the cl othes Mairelon had bought. Maybe Mairelon or

Shor eham woul d gi ve her a few guineas nore for her help

with Laverham It was as nuch as she had wanted when she

got into this, she couldn't help it if her wants had changed
sonehow since then

"Home," Mairelon said, rolling the word as if he were
checking its taste. "Not just yet, | think. Until the word
gets out, | prefer tolie low W'Ill stay here for a few
days, then start back to London. Is the old stable stil

t here?"

"I n London?" Andrew asked, bew | dered.

"No, in Kent. The one we used to clinmb on the roof of,
when we were boys."

"Ch Yes, it's there. Why?"

"I't would be a good place to | eave nmy wagon. I'll send
Hunch down with it once I'msettled in London."

"And not before," Hunch put in darkly. "You ain't fobbing
me off with no tale this tine, Master Richard."

"You're going to stay in London for the Season, then?" An-
drew said with an uncertain look in Hunch's direction

"It is an excellent plan," Renee D Auber said. "You will be
the nine days' wonder, and it will be entirely plainto
every-

one that you had nothing to do with the robbery."

"I expect 1'll have nore to do than attend social events,"
Mairelon said with a hint of sarcasm "Shorehamis bound to
want me for all sorts of things. Wich renm nds me, there was
one other thing | wanted to attend to. Kim"

Kimjunped and nearly fell off her footstool. "Wat?" Her
throat felt scratchy, and she experienced a sudden desire to
run. She knew what he was going to say, and she didn't want
to hear it.

"Way did you tip that table over on Laverham when he
was in the mddle of that spell a few nminutes ago?" Mirelon
asked.

"The tabl e?" Kimsaid blankly. The question was so conpletely
different fromwhat she had expected that she coul dn't
quite grasp it.

"Yes, the table."” Miirelon | ooked at her sternly. "lI've told
you nore than once that interrupting a wi zard i s dangerous,
and if you claimyou forgot, | won't believe you. So why did

you interrupt Laverhan®?"



"Because his spell was queer as Dick's hatband anyway, "
Ki msaid. "You know that."

"Yes, | knewit," Miirelon said. "But how did you know?"

"It was the words," Kimsaid. She frowned, trying to think
how best to descri be what she had sensed when Laverham s
spel | began to go wrong.

"You speak the Latin, then?" Renee D Auber said, raising
her eyebrows in polite incredulity. "Or the G eek, perhaps?"

"I ain't got no need to speak it," Ki msnapped, wondering
why they were staring at her like that. "Laverham s words
weren't...They weren't |ined up neat and proper |ike they
shoul d of been."

"Shoul d have been," Mirelon nmurnmured. "And | did warn you,
Kim about reverting under stress.”

"Do not be hard with her," Renee reproved him "It is not
at all wonderful that she should have the difficulties after
all that has happened."

"No, the wonderful part was the bit about the words,"
Mairel on said. "Kim do you nmean that you can feel when
someone is casting a spell?"

"I don't know about that, but | can tell when sonebody
says some of them-ef those shiny, sharp words you use for
spells,” Kimreplied carefully.

"You mean |ike apheteon? Or perhaps— Miirelon rattled off
a long, bunpy sentence and raised his eyebrows at Kim

"No," Kimsaid, happy to be sure of something. "Those
sound right, but they don't have no edges. They're just non-
sense. "

"And these?" He said a short phrase that crackled and glit-
tered.

Kimflinched and nodded. Miirelon stared at her. "M
Lord,"” he said in a |l ow voice. "No wonder you weren't hurt
when the spell shattered.”

"There ain't nothin' wonderful about that," Kimsaid, staring
in turn. "l ducked, that's all."

Renee and Mairel on exchanged gl ances. "Not hi ng wonder -
ful about it at all," Miirelon agreed. "For a w zard."

"What ?" Hunch gasped. "That Kim a w zard? She ain't no
such thing!"

"Not yet," Mairelon said, smling. "But with proper training
she will be."

"Me?" Kimsaid, stunned. "Me, a w zard? Me?"



"Ah, bah!" said Renee to Mairelon. "You do not explain at

all well, I find, and so you are frightening her." She
st epped
forward and put a conforting armaround Kims shoulders. "It

i s because you can feel the magic, which is a thing very
difficult for nost people to learn and for sone quite

i mpossi ble. So you have the talent for magic, and now, if you
wi sh, you will cone to London and get the training."

"Of course she wishes,"” Miirelon broke in. "Kimlikes
London. W'l start the | essons as soon as we've found a

house to hire for a few nonths, and—

"Ri chard!" Andrew sounded horrified. "Are you mad? You
can't live with this . . . girl in the mddle of London!"

"Real ly, Andrew, you're as bad as Hunch," Mairel on said.

He gave Kim an uncertain, sidelong |look that Kim in her
confusion, found inpossible to interpret. "I'll make Kim ny
ward; that will satisfy the proprieties.”

"But, yes!" Renee said before Andrew coul d object again.

"That will do entirely well. And you and Madenvoi selle Kim
will stay with me to begin, and there will be no foolish
gossi p such as Mnsieur Andrew Merrill fears, because | wll

be there and everything will be proper." She tilted her head
to study Kim ignoring the brothers Merrill.

"It is a great pity we cannot take you to France," Renee

went on. "But there is a dressmaker | know who will do well
enough, although she is entirely English. You will be quite
charmng in a gowmn, | think." Her eyes flickered fromKimto

Mai rel on and back, and she smled to herself, as if con-
tenmpl ating a private joke.

"Hold on a minute, Renee," Mairelon interrupted. "I'm not
spendi ng hours at sone dressnmaker's, | refuse. Positively."
"But of course you will not," Renee said gently. "You will be
spendi ng hours with Mlord Shoreham He will want the de-

tails of all your work, and he is very persistent.”

Mai rel on | ooked at her with a bl ank expression that
changed slowy to chagrin. "Ch, Lord, you're right again.
It'll take hours. Days."

"Naturally," Renee said. "And while you and M1l ord
Shoreham tal k, Madenoiselle Kimand | shall shop for the
kind of clothes that will be proper for your ward to wear in
London." She turned back to Kimand | eaned forward con-
spiratorially. "But we will save the boy's clothing for other
ti mes, because, all the same, Monsieur Richard Merrill is not
at all proper and of a certainty you will need them"

"It ain't fitting, Master Richard," Hunch grunbl ed, but he
was not chewi ng on his nmustache at all, and Ki m deci ded he
was only conpl aining for the formof the thing.

"Well, KinP" Mairelon said. "You do want to cone, don't



you?"

"Come?" Kimshook hersel f, thinking Me, a w zards, and
gave Mairelon a |l ook full of scorn. "Do | look like a |ooby?
O course | want to come!"

"Good," Mairelon said, relieved. “That's one thing settled.
Now, Hunch, about the wagon—

He half turned, to include his henchman and his brother in
hi s conversation, and Ki m stopped |istening. She was going
back to London. She'd never have to sleep on the streets
again as long as she lived, or bear the cold and the naggi ng
hunger. She had escaped Dan Laverham and the | oom ng
shadow of the stews for good. She was going to learn rea
magi ¢, and not just tricks, but proper wi zard' s training. She
was going to stay with the notorious Madenoi sel |l e Renee

D Auber, who might be willing to teach her a thing or two of
a different kind. And she was going to be Miirelon's ward.
She wasn't quite sure what that would nmean, but it was cer-
tain to be interesting. She | ooked at Mairelon, who was argu-
ing with Hunch and Andrew about the passability of sone
obscure road in Kent, and shook her head. Interesting

woul dn't be the half of it. Slowy she began to snile. After
this, anything m ght happen.

Anything at all.



